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Chapter 1

Elsana
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I turn away and roll my eyes, busying myself with the task of cleaning up after my cousins as they get ready for the Thunder Tournament. 

“Elsie, you missed a spot,” Nesrin singsongs. I return to the mirror and touch up the pink rouge on her round cheeks. She narrows her lavender eyes at me. “You never do things right the first time.”

If the situation were different I’d retort with why is this my job again?

“The crown is off-center. Just a little to the left.” Sadira puckers her thin lips with disapproval. 

I adjust the band of woven flowers on her head and force a smile. Clearing my throat, I say, “You both look lovely.” I’m not full-fae. I can lie.

They make me work, sweat and run down my patience by rubbing in the fact that I didn’t receive an invitation to be a spectator at the tournament.

Even if the murkast were allowed, there’s no way my cousins would participate. They’re too, well, girlie. Don’t get me wrong, I love a gown and curls as much as the next person, but to be more specific, Nesrin and Sadira are too lazy, self-absorbed, and obnoxious to perform the tests of skill, cunning, and strength at Skelling Hall. And that’s saying something since the fae are second-class citizens in the Eastlands, forced to work to support the elven kingdom. This makes most of us strong and resilient, but somehow my cousins ended up sassy and sluggish. Must be the unseelie in them.

Every year, the elven lords like to remind us of our status by allowing some fae, or murkast as they call us, to attend the tournament. Mostly, so they can flex their muscles in a show of might.

“Father,” Nesrin calls to my uncle Drod as if she expects a response. “Don’t I look beautiful?” She twirls into the front room of our humble cottage. 

Like every day, he’s in the chair by the window, waiting and watching as if my aunt will suddenly appear down the lane, her cheeks rosy and her smile wide with excitement at her return home. 

She went missing on my birthday. He’s hardly moved in the time since. Naturally, my cousins blame me.

Sadira dashes into the room, barges in front of her sister and says, “This dusty pink looks gorgeous on me, don’t you think?”

He’s unresponsive.

I never knew my twin and wonder if all fae pairs are as competitive and annoying as these two.

They start toward the door to make the long walk to the castle. Both turn and give me a persnickety little wave. “Too bad you can’t join us, Elsie,” Sadira says. 

“We’ll be sure to tell you all about it, especially about King Asher,” Nesrin adds.

“I’m sure you will,” I mutter. As horrible as the king is, he’s equally handsome, which is to say extremely handsome because he’s extremely horrible—not that I care.

I release a long-held exhale as they scuttle down the lane and out of sight.

Before going to my room, I freshen the cup of water next to my uncle, lay a knit blanket over his lap, and squeeze his shoulder.

My cousins were always horrid, but my aunt and uncle were my saving grace. Thinking about it now, I wonder if Nesrin and Sadira hate me because their parents treated me like their daughter even though I’m not. The thought stops me in my tracks, but so does the creak of my bedroom window.

I slowly push open the door, sighting my bow and quiver hanging on the hook on the wall. My hand slaps against my chest and I take a deep breath as Hattie falls tail over teakettle onto the floor.

We both laugh as I help my best friend up.

“They’re gone. You could’ve used the front door,” I whisper, even though I don’t need to.

“This is more fun.” Hattie lifts and lowers her eyebrows then one arches. “Wait. You’re not dressed. Don’t tell me you were helping the Terrible Two instead of preparing for the best night of your life.”

I sigh. “I’m not sure we should go through with it.”

Hattie trips over the woven rug and catches herself on the edge of the bed. “I hope it’s not because I’m the clumsiest elf in all of Alvheim.”

“No, of course not.”

“I know you can lie since you’re not full-fae, but don’t you dare. I’m clumsy, terrible with an arrow, and can’t brew a potion to save my life. Thankfully, I have you otherwise I’d be dead.”

Our friendship, and any form of relationship are forbidden between elves and fae. But when we were both still knee-high to a meadow-skipper, I found Hattie elbow-deep in a container of poison berries and had to save her life. 

Growing up, the Terrible Two were granted admission to the fae school because of their full-fae status. Meanwhile, Aunt Ella had to bring me to work with her at Skelling Hall. Little does anyone know that I learned the fae art of glamour magic when I was very young and studied beside the king-to-be disguised as an elf. Or the king-at-present. And the Terrible Two have nothing on the madman he’s become, which is why we’ve hatched a plan to get me in front of him.

Hattie shoves a uniform at me, takes my bow and arrow from the wall, and then brandishes the invitations. “Just like the rest of the elves when they come of age, they gave me an open spot in the tournament. And by me, I mean you. Now come on, we’ve been planning this forever.” She narrows her eyes and presses her lips together, trying to look fierce.

We both burst into laughter. 

Inside, I know why she’s doing this—apart from the fact that she knows that little old me, a lowly fae, can win the tournament. If I can get an audience with the king, I stand a chance of finding my aunt. It’s a long shot, but I’d do anything to get her back. Elves are warriors and many of them are trackers, but no one is as skilled as King Asher, meaning he can find Aunt Ella. There’s also no one I should avoid more. Then I’ll do what Aunt Ella asked me to do.

After I put on the fitted leather pants and top, Hattie surveys my glamoured appearance. I look just like her. I’ve glamoured her to look, well, less like herself to avoid raising suspicion.

“The ears are perfect. Maybe a touch more silver to your hair.” She smooths the long locks back.

I smirk. Elves have tipped ears, and the ones with the purest blood have almost-silver hair. Hattie always wishes she had a little more of that hue in hers.

“I don’t want to draw too much attention,” I say.

Hattie cocks an eyebrow. “Oh, but you do.”

She has a point. I aim to win the tournament and my aim has always been true.

We step into the night. The moon spills milky light and the stars sparkle brightly. It’s usually comforting because it’s the same sky under which my mother once lived and my aunt—who I hope is still alive, but something feels off. Like the winds are shifting. The snowflake necklace feels especially cold against my neck, like the way ice can burn the skin. I shiver. It was a gift from my mother and I’ve never taken it off.

“Do you see something?” Hattie asks, referring to my special ability—the one that only she and the king know about.

“No,” I reply. “Just a grim night.”

“Aren’t they all?”

Elves aren’t particularly family-oriented, but Hattie lost her father to the mines when her mother was still pregnant. Elves typically live especially long lives, but years later, her mother drowned. This is another thing that brought us closer—we’re both orphans. 

In the case of Hattie’s mother, I think it was partly the clumsiness they shared as well as heartbreak. I felt pieces of her shattered heart drifting away in the water when we found her. 

My second sight isn’t so much actual vision, though I have seen scenes of what could be. It’s more often a sensation—the best way I can explain it is I feel intentions. And right now I sense of the winds of war brisk against my skin. Then again, I’m sneaking into Skelling Hall on the eve of the Thunder Tournament.

We skulk past the murkast dwellings—the poor fae who’ve been oppressed during my lifetime. It wasn’t always like this. The current king’s father took a grim turn and laid siege to the Court of Bronze and Blade. Then his sons took over, ruling with yet grimmer power. They closed the Eastlands off from the rest of the realm. And the ruling elves grew in wealth, renown, and power as demonstrated by the splendor of Skelling Hall.

Lanterns flicker, leading up the long winding path to the fortified sandstone building. By day it’s golden, but in the dim light, it’s chestnut, almost bloody looking. Elven metal and crystals mined from the earth form fanciful flourishes, winding like vines around the exterior along with actual vines also blooming with bold flowers.

Elven guards stand with seeker spears along the footpath and drawbridge. 

I take a deep breath and press my shoulders back, feeling the fighter in me coming forth. My magic surges under my skin, but I reinforce my glamour because there’s no way they’d let a fae pass through their esteemed gates, reserved solely for elven gentry and warriors. 

Hattie poses as my attendant and a thin sheen of sweat pierces her brow. Even if she were skilled in the tasks of the tournament, our roles could never be reversed. The murkast are forbidden access to Skelling Hall. Even though my cousins crowed for weeks about their invitations, they’ll be watching from the distant stands along the farthest reaches of the amphitheater. The corners of my lips lift because with any luck, they’ll be watching me. I can’t deny that even if they don’t realize who I really am under the glamour, the fact that I’m skilled enough to compete against the greatest elven warriors brings me a deep level of satisfaction.

Hattie’s jaw drops a measure at the sight of the rainbow tapestry woven around a larger-than-life portrait of the king. 

I won’t lie, the sight of him with his strong jaw, piercing gray eyes, and proud brow is both awe and fear-inspiring. But it’s nothing to the man who stands regally only a measure away. He wears the bronze cloak of the king and the elven metal sword that’s a mercurial shade of silver hangs at his waist. That’s all I let myself see as he scans the room, ever the tracker. Before his eyes land on me, I turn to Hattie.

She staggers back. With quick reflexes, I catch her before she careens into another warrior who looks like not only would she rip someone’s throat out, but likely she has.

There’s no way King Asher would recognize me, but my heart hammers in my chest. I shuffle us forward, past the gigantic statues of former elven kings cast in stone and asleep on their thrones. There’s a legend that they can be woken up by the current king if threatened by war. I wonder if they’d want to leave the Sea of Dreams and return to battle. 

As it is, this is the one time a year the king opens the castle gates to the people. I can’t get distracted, intimidated, or fall off my game. I have to find my aunt...and maybe that will bring me closer to getting answers to the questions I’ve finally gotten courageous enough to ask.

Skelling Hall was like my second home for many years. I was supposed to shadow Aunt Ella in her work and someday take her place. Instead, I’d sneak off and pose as an elf, following their lessons, learning their history, and training as a warrior. There’s no way she didn’t realize what I was doing but never asked me where I was or what I was doing. It’s like she wanted me to learn their ways. I regret not helping her more.

The night she disappeared, she told me I had to save us from the king. Then she was gone.

Lost in thoughts of that horrible memory, lightning crackles in my veins as I look up to see King Asher gazing at me from his handsome, masculine face, and with those charming, cunning gray eyes. But in his expression, I see thunder as if, like me, he knows what’s coming.
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Asher
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The elnord rumbles through me and rocks me to my core. I shuffle back, quickly getting my footing. It’s as if it shakes the ground beneath me, but everyone else carries on like nothing happened. Hopefully, they didn’t notice.

However, I know the warrior elf with lightning in her gaze saw the moment I staggered. I can’t let the crown slip—not that it could. I can’t let anyone see my weakness or my secret. 

The elnord, thunder-noise, echoes in my mind as guests and competitors chatter. As elven lords discuss matters of state. As life carries on as if my entire being wasn’t just shaken.

I’ve only heard it twice before. The first time was when I decided to become king. The second I prefer not to think about. The thunder-noise is a rare call to the king and portends war, danger, lives to be lost, a decision to be made, and in the rarest cases, love to be found.

War is definitely on its way, bringing danger, death, and destruction. I grit my teeth, tensing against the ongoing battle inside of me—the curse of the crown I wear. 

With each passing day, my mind weakens against its power, drawing my thoughts and actions deeper into the darkness of the burden I bear. 

I believe the only reason I’ve been able to retain what little good is left in me is because I willingly sacrificed myself to the gaefth magic. Though I’m hardly good.

As horns call and drums hammer, now is not the time to think about the past. I’m the king and must tend to the matters of my kingdom. An elven lord wearing a cloak with the orange and white plaid pattern of his territory engages me in a debate with several others about the skirkin. 

“Your majesty, I’m Edger Son of Ansel,” he introduces himself. “There’s an enclave along the Alvheim border by the sea who we suspect endorses the intermingling of magicals.”

“Suspicion is hardly proof,” another elven lord fires back. “It’s better we keep the peace than—”

Edger interrupts. “But that’s just it. You’re being too soft, Tobias.”

“I’m quite sure they’re harmless anyway. Too weak to be much trouble.” The elf named Tobias sniffs.

The two bicker about the fae, the murkast. The skirkin movement began after the Wicked War when Count Bortimal tried to snuff out the fae. My father had always been in support of him even though at the time, relations between the fae court and the elven halls were amicable. The full-fae thought it was the fault of those who intermingled with other magical beings, giving birth to different kinds of magicals, breaking the rules of the realm. There were hybrids, some beasts, and others with mixed powers—the concern came from the fact that they were unknown, unclassifiable. The skirkin blamed these new magicals for the downfall of their people to Count Bortimal. They wanted to keep bloodlines pure—as if that would stop people like him, my father, and like me from scourging the realm of fae.

The thunder-noise vibrates in my ears, making it hard to focus. If I’d been the first in line to the throne instead of my brother, would things be different? Would I have succumbed to the pressure of the Count? If I hadn’t won the crown in a contest against my brother, would I still be standing here listening to this nonsense? The grim half of me simpers, knowing that questioning it is pointless. I made my decision. There’s no going back now.

“Don’t you think?” Edgar asks. He claps me on the shoulder heartily as though seeking my agreement. 

I jerk away. The grim side of me is quick to react. “Watch yourself, Edgar Son of Ansel.” Warrior thunder, which is different than the thunder-noise, rumbles.

He staggers back.

With a scowl, I whisk away, but the warrior thunder only serves to highlight the thunder-noise. I pass platters piled with drumsticks, tureens of mash and gravy, fish on the bone with shimmering scales, eggs crowned with liquid yolks, and heaps of rare meat shining with juice. However, my appetite is lost to the howl inside. The storm. The drumming thunder. As I stalk through the hall, the laughter and chatter fade into the memory of the second time I heard the elnord. 

Elves age differently than fae and other magical beings. We remain in each stage of maturity far longer than anyone else. Our childhoods are long as well as our teen years, early adulthood, and so on.

I’m the youngest king that’s ever served the Eastlands, but also the least likely. While my older brother was intelligent and kind, skilled in the elven ways but also compassionate, truthful, and good, I was rough and tumble, always getting into trouble and hardly paying attention to my lessons. 

Our father, the king, favored Sigge, the eldest. As the little brother, I looked up to Sigge, always trailing him, copying him, and trying to be like him...until he fell in love. I lost him then. I didn’t understand. So I threw myself into training as a warrior because that’s all I’d ever be. I learned I had an outstanding ability to troop and track and took to the far reaches of the Eastlands.

When I returned, our father had fallen and my brother had found his heartmatch. I had to drive him away.

Then I found mine and it was just as forbidden. Somewhere under the thunder-noise, I hear the silver tinkle of her laughter, but I refuse to let myself believe my heartmatch is here. There’s no way she’d be allowed entry into Skelling Hall. I won’t let her near me. I give myself over to the grim side for now and prepare to greet my guests.

I approach my throne, raised on the stage. Everyone gathers in the grand outdoor theater. The contestants stand at the foot of the platform outfitted in shining elven metal and sparkling gems as the drums boom and the horns blare. The gentry have front row seats. The citizenry amasses behind them. Lastly, the lowly murkast skim the skirts of the amphitheater, invited only to remind them of our power.

I lift my arms and herald the welcome. “Thank you for joining us on the eve of the eight-hundredth and ninety-second annual Thunder Tournament. As many of you know, the three tasks will occur over the next three days. The first is skill in the use of brightwords, the second is in wildcrafting a potion, and the third is in forging elven metal and destroying an enemy.”

Everyone cheers and the drumming resounds.

“Some of you may wonder how the tournament came to be.”

The crowd falls quiet, as intent as ever, to hear the retelling of this story. 

“The first king of Skelling Hall went on a wander one afternoon. A wander is solitary and different from trooping as we do now, so he wasn’t in the company of his guards and warriors. Over a rise and in the distance, he saw a beautiful woman. He heard—” I tell this story each year and yet this time falter for the first time. “He heard elnord. The thunder-noise. Instead of retreating and consulting his advisors in case war was near, he pursued the woman, believing she was his heartmatch.”

Even though most of those in attendance know this story, they’re silent, enrapt. My own heart does just the opposite—it pounds against my ribs.

“The king wandered into the mist, only to discover he’d been falsely led as the woman’s voice came to him. She challenged him to three tasks—in the use of brightwords, wildcrafting, and battle.”

The contestants lean closer as if they’ll glean a useful tip or trick to use in the coming days.

“The woman, with hair the color of flax in the sunshine, eyes that shimmered like stars, and skin as milky as the moon left him with a bale of hay. If he could bring her the hay, he could have her hand.” I raise my eyebrows because I never fail to admire her cunning. “Then she disappeared over the rise. With the hay in hand, he hurried over the hill. At the base, he was confronted with a raging river. Using brightwords, he summoned a boat big enough to bring him and the hay to safer shores. However, during the crossing, the hay got wet and he swallowed a lot of water. He trudged on and the hay got heavier. Soon, he fell ill from the water and had to make a potion to restore his health. Recovered and still carrying the hay, it grew heavier. But the promise of marrying his true love compelled him forward until he encountered a hoard of beasts. Because he was on a wander and had no weapons, he had to forge one, taking a detour to the mines. At last, with the heavy hay in hand, he slayed each and every beast.”

I clap my hands together, startling everyone because the story does not have a happy ending. “When he finally met the woman, they’d both grown old and the hay was little more than a rotten heap. He was too weary to marry, nor did he trust the woman. That is why only kings rule Skelling Hall. That is why we test our mettle now. That is why we troop as one. In memory of our first king, we train to become the strongest warriors in the realm.”

The crowd roars and chants.

“Now, I will introduce each of our contestants this year and we’ll have a show of skill from them.” I gesture, inviting the legacy and new tournament players to impress me.

Even while I was telling the story and amidst the fervor from the crowd, the elnord is still in my ears. I recognize many of the contestants. The strongest move on to warrior status and troop, serve as guards around the mines, and protect the elven secrets. The others come back, year after year, hopeful they’ll be assigned an esteemed role among my guard. And still more enter brand new, hopeful, foolish, or with enough gall to think they can win. It’s seldom that female elves choose to enter the tournament, but one steps boldly into the ring now.

I announce, “Hattiana Daughter of Jura, archer.” 

The elven way is to designate daughters after the mother and sons after the father. For the tournament, we also name a particular defensive skill and the one they will be demonstrating since ultimately this event is to find new warriors.

I do a double-take. There she is again. The girl with lightning in her eyes who saw me stagger. Theirs is no escaping her dead-eyed glare. She glances back at her attendant who gives her a slim nod.

If there was a measure of uncertainty or hesitancy in her, it’s gone now. Instead, there is grit. Determination. A blaze of ferocity.

The silver, bronze, and black flags of Skelling Hall blow in the wind. Actual thunder rumbles in the distance and it rises inside of me too.

She draws an arrow from her quiver, nocks it against the string, and pulls back. She aims the staggered bales of hay placed for her demonstration. They’re at a distance and each is farther than the last. There are three targets for her to hit. She makes the first, the second, and third. Rarely have I seen someone with such a keen eye and so true an aim.

Then she draws the last arrow from her quiver. Her gaze flicks to mine and lifts to the crown.  They drop to my lips. The corners of her mouth lift. She fits the arrow, nocks it, and then draws back.

She trains the point of the shining elven metal on me.

The crowd gasps.

My hand drops to the hilt of my sword. Yes, I could block an arrow with my blade, but I falter and go still, steadying myself against the elnord. The thunder-noise pounds in my ears, inside my bones, reverberates in my veins. It moves through me like a storm.

The guards surge forward.

But I gesture to hold them off as the contestant turns her arrow toward the sky and the flags blowing in the breeze. 

She takes aim and the arrow whizzes through the night, piercing the center ring of the Skelling Hall flag. 

I’m a king. I have a constant target on my back. But I can’t help feeling that, instead, that arrow was meant for my heart.
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Elsana
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I lower the bow and stare at the flags blowing in the wind as if by some strange stroke of magic I can rewind and hit the target that the arrow was meant for. However, when I had the arrow trained on the king our eyes met. In them, I saw the depths of his sorrow and the flames of his anger. There was something else—tenderness and the truth of his heart that I’d seen once before and will never forget. But I’m afraid he has and that’s what turned him into a monster.

I’d told Hattie that I merely wanted an audience with the king, to gain the opportunity to speak with him and ask about Aunt Ella. However, after what she’d told me, that I must save us from the king, which I took to mean to kill him, I changed the plan. Forget him. I’ll find her myself. Yet, I failed at my task. I’m no different than the first king and his bale of hay. 

At that last moment, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t pierce his heart with the arrow tipped in elven metal. It has always struck me as an unusual twist of irony that the same element that gives elves a long life is the one that can end them if it pierces their heart.

My aunt’s final order and the fact that Asher is the epitome of hate as he performs countless acts of cruelty against the fae were both valid reasons to commit the crime.

It wasn’t weakness or fear of the dungeon or whatever else it is the elves do with murkast they want to punish that prevented me from following through.

No, the past and my frail heart stopped me.

I wait among the other contestants for the last few to demonstrate their skill and valor. A male elf with hair down to his waist wrestles a torch snake, somehow controlling its flaming breath. 

Someone from the stands suddenly rushes onto the field in the large, outdoor theater. He waves his arms and hollers madly, begging the king to listen to his pleas. He’s fae and he carries a pale, limp figure onto the field, reminding me, once more, of the king laden with the bale of hay.

Only, it’s another fae in his arms. The man cries about how his son lost his shadow. Rended during the night by a demon led by a figure with a white face and green scars. He’s panicked and carrying on, but there’s no mistaking the boy—limp, lost. He’s probably only a few years younger than me. 

“Son, show the king,” the father says.

The boy’s wings appear, drooping instead of crystalline and shining. Then they disappear—not because he concealed them, but as if they never were. 

A shiver works through me, lifting the hairs on the back of my neck. 

Shadow fae.

I never wanted to believe the prophecy. I’ve done a good job of forgetting it. The fae on the field lost his light.

The crowd is silent in shock whether at the sight of the father’s daring or the boy’s shadowed appearance.

All eyes are on the king. 

He’s unusually pale but still imposing. He stands on the platform with his cloak fluttering in the wind, his square jaw, and his chin lifted in defiance, disbelief. “Had grim magic not been outlawed and mages outcast, I’d blame them. But I see through your unseelie fae trickery. For interrupting our event, both of you are cast to the Gastroks,” Asher orders.

With that, the guards haul the father and son away to the sound of the older man’s pleas.

King Asher settles back onto his throne, leaning imperiously to one side with his fingers loosely clasped. The callous, careless expression he wears suggests their lives mean nothing.

The crown glints in the torchlight. He surveys the crowd and then the contestants. His eyes are thunderous, cunning, demanding. They land on me and his eyebrow crooks slightly as though issuing a dare for anyone else to step out of line.

I curse myself for not taking the shot. It’ll only mean more lives lost.

As the show of skill resumes, I pace along the sidelines. I had the opportunity to eliminate the king. I wouldn’t have missed either. My archery skills rival his own. Why? Because we trained together. He taught me everything I know. Not me, posing as Hattie, but me posing as Litta Daughter of Aina. Uncle Drod and Aunt Ella accidentally revealed my mother’s name.

I have only ever been able to guess at my twin’s name, but for years have wondered what it would’ve been like to grow up with a sister, my other half. Instead, I had Nesrin and Sadira, teasing me, tormenting me, and making me feel like the lowliest of the murkast. Of course, my pride prevented me from telling my aunt and uncle how awful they were—according to the Terrible Two, I was lucky they took me in, fed me, and kept me from the Gastroks. 

I’ve never wanted to believe that they only cared for me out of pity. No, Aunt Ella was kind, loving. That can’t be faked. However, even as a full-fae, she could avoid the truth. Not lie, but not give the entire story either. I have pieces, like torn pages of a book about my mother and past, that I’ve put together over the years—snippets of stories whispered late at night, snatches from my visions, and the prophecy itself.

From the beginning, I knew that for some reason, they hid the truth of my past. Instead of having an actual sister, I invented her in my mind, Litta, and trained as a warrior so that should we ever have the chance to reunite, nothing will get in my way. 

My attention fixes on the king and his crown. The stone flickers as though it contains something elemental. Like it has power and influence all its own.

The king uses brightwords to do grim work, shunning the father and son to the Gastroks where they will succumb to the desires of the ghosts that haunt the shores. I find Hattie in the crowd. Her eyes are wide.

We’ve always been different and that’s never stood in the way of our friendship. Where elves have pointed ears, the fae have smooth. Where fae use magic that emanates from inside their being, elves use brightwords, verbal spells to manipulate their surroundings, inflict pain, and do other work. And where fae have a choice whether to dwell in the light or shadow, it’s clear that it isn’t the same for elves. Not Hattie of course, but Asher. He’s cruel, vile.

Her expression of shock turns into one of apology. I look away. I know it isn’t her fault, but all the same, I want to blame someone other than myself for not letting loose the arrow and ending Asher’s tyranny. 

As if he didn’t just sentence two fae to death on the Gastroks, he invites the contestants and gentry to Skelling Hall. The rest of the elves and fae alike will celebrate well into the night before returning tomorrow evening for the first event of the tournament. The fae will dance until dawn like in the courts of old and the elves will feast and tell tiresome stories about how great they are.

Hattie rushes toward me, and we’re swept into the crowd and toward the royal castle.

She gives me a quick hug. “For a second, I thought you were going to fire your arrow at the king.”

“After seeing him send those two to the Gastroks, I’m cursing myself doubly for not taking that shot,” I mutter low enough so that no one hears me.

Hattie stops midstride. Confusion wrinkles her eyes and brow. “I thought you wanted an audience with him.”

“I do, but—”

“You couldn’t kill him or anyone, Elsie.”

A ripple of truth makes me scrunch my shoulders toward my ears because despite how much I hate Asher, she’s not exactly wrong.

Whisked into the feast following the events in the amphitheater, my stomach growls at the sight of so much food. Meanwhile, the murkast are left to eat their scraps if they’re lucky.

On principle, I don’t want to devour the rich sweetcakes dotted with glistening berries, the blueberry bites, or the tartelettes topped with shiny seeds.

Thanks to my time in Skelling Hall, I’m familiar with the flavors of ambrosia beaded with sugar and have helped myself to their vats of chocolate mousse.

For a long time, I wasn’t sure why my aunt and uncle left the Northlands...I foolishly thought maybe it was because the food is better here. Then I learned of the prophecy and felt the future, bringing my understanding of it deeper.

I heard that in other lands, magicals were originally encouraged to live in the regular world and integrate. Then vampires like Count Bortimal made it their duty to destroy fae. His reign ended and it seemed safe, but my aunt and uncle have lived in fear. Were they driven here because they were harassed and forced to hide, or was it something else? 

As I glance around at the elves, carrying on as if the past isn’t going to impact the future and like none of it matters, I’m suddenly nauseous, flushed, and have to get out of there.

I hurry outside and race past the orchards by the pond. I don’t stop until I reach the Gastroks by the sea. The ghost rocks. I’ve never seen the strangely luminescent figures that haunt these jagged cliffs on the edge of the Eastlands, but feel their danger the closer I get.

I’m running blind, consumed by anger at the king for his cruelty and at myself for my stupidity. I only stop when I reach the edge where the cliff meets open space and the water matches the dark sky above with jagged rocks glistening like stars.

Someone shouts my name over the roar of the wind. “Elsie, Elsie.”

Hattie’s sweet voice stops me.

Loose stones tumble down and disappear into the murk.

I wouldn’t have leaped but wouldn’t have given a second thought to summoning my wings and...well, no knows what would happen because the king warned Eastlanders from trying to leave our borders. The portals are closed and we’ve lived in isolation for years.

Hattie reaches me and grips my shoulders. The sharpness in her eyes is like a scolding because I should know better than to come to the Gastroks where even the strongest people are lured over the edge and into the water.

We return along the broad expanse of grass.

“What’s going on?” Hattie asks in a gentle voice.

I’ve never told anyone about Asher and me. I clear my throat. “Aunt Ella asked me to save us from the king.” I pause and take a deep breath. “Remember how I took lessons and trained among the elven elite? During archery, Asher took notice of me. I didn’t realize his identity as royalty—this was before he was king. We had a flirty rivalry going on and became friends... I foolishly thought I was special.”

“You are special. Any guy, fae or elf, would be silly not to see that,” Hattie says, ever the best friend.

“I was disguised as an elf. We spent more and more time together. One day turned into evening and then another and another. One afternoon, he had some whispering wine and revealed who he was. Said that he didn’t want things to change between us. I revealed myself as fae. The first and only word out of his mouth was no. I ended things.”

“You felt betrayed, but you were concealing your identity too.”

I nod because she’s right. I’ve thought about it all enough times to know that. Still, I’m frustrated and can’t deny the mixed emotions that come over me when in his presence. There’s a draw, a force pulling me toward him like someone over the cliff at the Gastroks. My mind shouts no, no, no! He’s the cruelest king the Eastlands has ever known. And yet...

My stomach growls again. But I’m not hungry.

“Maybe when your aunt said to save us from the king, she didn’t mean for you to kill him. We’ll figure it out. For now, we should go back in,” Hattie says.

I nod because she probably wants to eat and there’s no sense lingering out here and risking the ghosts’ lure.

Instead of going to the ballroom, Hattie pulls me into a dressing room.

“I made this for you.”

A gown hangs on a hook by a large mirror. My green eyes widen in the reflection at a gown with delicate lace on the sleeves, beaded embroidery on the bodice, and flowing layers in the skirt that reminds me of a bed of autumn leaves. It’s bronze and black, the colors of Skelling Hall. Now I see why Hattie wanted me to add more silver to my hair. 
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