
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Northern Lights, 

Southern Stars

A FAIRY TALE FANTASY RETELLING OF SNOW WHITE

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊

C. S. Johnson 


Copyright © 2019 by C. S. Johnson. All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher.

1st edition. 

eBook ISBN: 978-1-948464-37-6 

Paperback ISBN:  978-1-948464-42-0



  	
	    
	      Also by C. S. Johnson

	    

      
	    
          
	      Birds of Fae

          
        
          
	          The Princess and the Peacock

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dizchord

          
        
          
	          Dizchord

          
        
          
	          Dizchord (Light Novel Adaptation)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Favan & Flew

          
        
          
	          One Flew Through the Dragon Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Once Upon a Princess

          
        
          
	          Beauty's Curse

          
        
          
	          Beauty's Quest

          
        
          
	          Beauty's Kiss

          
        
          
	          Beauty's Gift

          
        
          
	          The Once Upon a Princess Saga: A Historical Fantasy Fairy Tale Retelling of Sleeping Beauty: Full Series Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Alliance of the Dragon Sword

          
        
          
	          Dragon Tears

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Divine Space Pirates

          
        
          
	          The Heights of Perdition

          
        
          
	          The Breadth of Creation

          
        
          
	          The Price of Paradise

          
        
          
	          The Divine Space Pirates Trilogy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Legend of Eydis

          
        
          
	          Eydis: The Island of the Dragon Bride

          
        
          
	          The Legend of Eydis

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Moonlight Pegasus

          
        
          
	          The Moonlight Pegasus

          
        
          
	          One Night of Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Order of the Crystal Daggers

          
        
          
	          Kingdom of Ash and Soot

          
        
          
	          Prince of Secrets and Shadows

          
        
          
	          Night of Blood and Beauty

          
        
          
	          Heart of Hope and Fear

          
        
          
	          City of Light and Sun

          
        
          
	          The Order of the Crystal Daggers

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Realms Beyond the Rainbow

          
        
          
	          Kitsuneko

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Starlight Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Searching

          
        
          
	          Slumbering

          
        
          
	          Awakening: A Christmas Episode of the Starlight Chronicles

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Calling

          
        
          
	          Falling: A Starry Knight Episode of the Starlight Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Submerging

          
        
          
	          Seeing: A Wedding Episode of the Starlight Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Remembering

          
        
          
	          Belonging: A Date Night Episode of the Starlight Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Continuing

          
        
          
	          Reflecting: A Dream Episode of the Starlight Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Outpouring

          
        
          
	          Reawakening: A Rebirth Episode of the Starlight Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Everlasting

          
        
          
	          The Starlight Chronicles: An Epic Fantasy Adventure Series: Collector Set #1, Books 1-4

          
        
          
	          The Starlight Chronicles: An Epic Fantasy Adventure Series: Collector Set #2, Books 5-7

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Starlight Chronicles: The Graphic Novel Series

          
        
          
	          Slumbering: The Graphic Novel (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Till Human Voices Wake Us

          
        
          
	          Across the Floors of Silent Seas

          
        
          
	          Till Human Voices Wake Us

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          A Knight's Quest for the Holy Grail

          
        
          
	          The Girl of All My Memes

          
        
          
	          Should I Go to College? What About Student Loan Debt?

          
        
          
	          Good Writing is Like Good Sex: Sort of Sexy Thoughts on Writing

          
        
          
	          Northern Lights, Southern Stars

          
        
          
	          Omelas Revisited

          
        
          
	          High Fives are Better than Facepalms: A Quick Guide to Getting Your Life Together

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at C. S. Johnson’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Dedicated with much love to my children and my beloved husband. You are my life’s love song, and I will live beyond time to see it ring out into Heaven. 

This is also for Faith Moore. Songs come in all sorts, and I owe much joy to the sisterly song of friendship I’ve found thanks to you. 

As a special thanks, I’d like to also dedicate this book to Wendy Nagy, the lady who introduced a world of music to me in high school, including Barnswell’s “Wanting Memories,” which partially inspired this retelling. 

This book is also only here because of the love of my readers, too: 

Lorel K. (First order!) 

April H. 

Caren B. 

Chris S. (Happy birthday!) 

Jacob A. (Comics King!)

Rosemary D. (Bat Lady!) 

Amanda W. 

Maggie R. 

Darla C. 

Laura P. (Unicorn Princess!)

Terri R. (“Aunt Cherry!”)

Jessica B. (My fellow pain warrior princess!) 

Teresa C. (“C” for Celebrate!) 

Tina M. (My Amanda’s Books & More Lady!) 

Julie G. (A good lady is hard to find!) 

Brittany G. (G for so Grateful for you!)

Donna S. 

Connie H. (Happy Young 61!) 

Adriana K. 

Marlene R.

Amy B. (My awesome Zany Aussie!) 

Rebecca B. (Another awesome Aussie!) 

Theresa I. (My IM reader!) 

Jess C. 

Kara G. (Purple Pen!) 

Leslie Z. 

Gay D. (My Happy Sheriff) 

Elisabeth W. (Sissi!) 

Krissy F. (My Krissy-in-arms!) 

William V. (My Adopted Aussie Grandda) 

Pat C. 

Tiffany W. 

Crystal M. 

Bonnie R. 

Anne-Marie S.

Debe K.

Shawnae A. 

Anna Maria A.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


To Get Awakening (A Special Christmas Episode of The Starlight Chronicles) as a bonus for picking up this book,
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Or Download It At: 

https://www.csjohnson.me/awakening
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MY STEPS ARE SWIFT and sure, creating only the softest of echoes as I make my way through the palace. It’s past midnight, and, even after all the years I’ve lived in Pommier’s palace – both as a princess and servant – the silence from the castle occupants is both welcoming and frightening.  

Footsteps click-clack further down the hall, and my heart pounds with dreadful anticipation; I stop short and press myself into the nearest crevice in the castle wall. The residents and other servants here are kind to me, but they go sad and silent when I get into trouble. 

That’s how I know I will always be different from them. 

It is not just a matter of my darker Maruli skin or my foreign heritage. It is something that seems even more innate, something about me that causes people everywhere to stumble. And as much as I might hope, I don’t know if the Maruli and Pommierians will be able to bridge the chasm I see all around me. 

There’s another scuffle of movement down the hall. This time it’s closer, and I inhale sharply and squeeze my eyes shut, fearing I will be caught. 

I can feel the flame of my candle as it flickers, as I huddle it behind my palm and nearly burn myself. 

I should’ve brought Vi with me. 

Almost immediately, I toss the idea aside. My speciava could have easily served as a lookout. But Viola, my assigned mirror-slave, has already given me plenty of warnings about this nighttime venture, and despite her flair for show – with her wily violet-colored eyes bulging and her wispy hair smoking off into nothingness on the other side of the mirror – I have ignored her. 

I am the one who decided to see the truth for myself, no matter the cost. 

The sound of the footsteps fades away, and the hallway goes silent again. I continue on my way, this time more carefully.  

Vi did not say I would be caught. 

I hold that hope like an anchor to my heart, guarding it like a secret; I tremble at even thinking it, as if thinking about it silently is akin to bragging about it publicly. I know from our Sunday services that the devil is far wilier than I, and he does not need a formal invitation to bring about trouble. 

And I am courting trouble badly enough as it is. 

Vi told me as much earlier, and she is never wrong. That is part of her magic and part of her curse: She is not allowed to lie while she is serving out her sentence.  

Viola was given to me when I first came to the kingdom of Pommier. Before she was sentenced to her fate as a speciava, she worked as a housekeeper for another Pommierian family. She was accused of stealing, found guilty, and then sentenced to work off her crime as a speciava. 

It is still hard for me to see her as someone who would willingly submit to authority. There are moments when I think she committed a crime against the kingdom so she could be sentenced to a fate in the mirror world, and, while she has hinted at such throughout our time together, I have kept myself from asking her those questions. 

I know more than most how our pasts, even the worst parts, become more precious to us as time passes. 

My steps falter again as I arrive at the High Tower. The door opens easily, revealing an unlit staircase, with a full moon offering a beacon of hope at the top. A soft, chilly breeze flows down the staircase. The candle in my hand flickers, and I whisper a prayer for it to remain protected as I eye the golden flame dancing on my dark palms.

I take a deep breath. Not only am I risking the Queen’s wrath and my subsequent punishment, but I am also risking my heart all over again.

“You’ve always left me with one light, Lord,” I whisper, as I take that first step of faith. I feel an otherworldly sense of the miraculous surround me as my foot lands firmly on stone. 

The candle’s light steadies, and I have to keep myself from sighing with relief.

My steps grow more confident as I progress up the stairs. God has always been faithful to leave me with at least one light in the darkness of my life. When my mother died, I had my father; now that my father is gone, I have my people, the Maruli, and memories of happier times. 

Marula is my true home, and if I’m going to return to it, I have to find out if Prince Rion’s ship has truly come into port. 

As I step up to the top of the High Tower, I notice it looked just as it had the last time I visited. I look up to the night sky and blow out my candle, so I can keep myself hidden. 

Putting out the light serves two purposes: It allows me to slide into the shadows, and, without the light, I am forced to stay here until early morning. As much as I believe in God, and I have faith in his providence, I do not believe in being careless enough to walk down such a steep staircase in the dark. 

Even though breaking my neck on the way down would likely please the queen. 

I have to shake my head to clear it of such a thought, even if it is true. 

It’s been four years since the Queen  deemed it too dangerous for me to go up to the High Tower. 

My lips curl into a frown at the memory. When I’d asked her why, she’d responded with an unyielding bitterness.  

“Why? Don’t be silly, Ebony. Have you considered how easy it would be for you to jump off once you got up there? I’d rather not ask your fellow Maruli countrymen to clean up the mess you’d make.” 

I can still see her perfectly in that moment; her once-blonde hair lined with gray, her gemstone-green eyes deepening into hardened glass. As I’d watched her, Queen Varyes shifted positions on her throne, pulling her long, black dress closer to her. It was a sign of mourning, and, despite her bitter cruelty, I had decided then I could forgive her. She was grieved by my father’s death, and, for a queen as powerful as she was, it was likely difficult to have fate go contrary to her will. 

She spoiled my good will, however, the more she kept talking.

“They’ve been quite diligent in their servant’s duties thus far and I think such a task would break their hearts,” Queen Varyes said with a twisted frown. “Especially after they had to bury King Maru.”

The mention of my father made tears blur my vision, but I remained still and silent before my stepmother. I realized now that she’d left off my title – “Princess” – when she addressed me, but I am not sure if she meant to or not; Queen Varyes was the queen of Pommier, and she didn’t have to call me by title. But there were plenty of times she would add it, especially when we were in public together. That was how it had always been since she’d married my father just after my seventh birthday. 

“Thank you, Highness.” I curtsied deep, excusing myself from her presence, but before I could leave, Queen Varyes called after me. 

“On that note, Ebony, you’ll do well to remember that I have no use for broken hearts around here.” 

I’d stepped back in shock at her words, and, even four years later, I feel an involuntary shudder slip down my spine. 

I know now she’d meant it as a warning. Once my father’s mourning period ended, so did my life as a princess in the kingdom of Pommier. 

Not long after that she demanded I pay for room and board, and everything else I needed while I was in the kingdom. Until I could return to Marula, I was reduced to a servant, working for the Queen and her household—the household I’d once known as my own. It doesn’t matter if I am Princess of Marula. Not while my stepmother is Queen of Pommier, and I am in her domain. 

I momentarily glance down at my outfit. My apron is dirty and tied over a faded linen maid’s dress; the material is drab and scratchy and cheap, but after the past years of working as a servant and learning all I could to do my assigned jobs well, it is still clean. There is a scent of lemon and honey that clings to it, reminding me of the good times I’ve had with the worker friends I’ve made. 

The only bit of color I’ve allowed myself to keep—against Vi’s wishes, once more—was my headscarf. As a Maruli and a princess, I always do my best to wear my family’s colors of green, gold, and white. It isn’t the best for sneaking around, but I’ve knotted the scarf in the front to keep my tight, defiant curls loose in the back. The natural density of my hair blocks out the white and gold batik designs on my headscarf, and I can walk with dignity even in the rest of my servants’ rags. 

I lift my chin as I walk to the tower’s balcony. The battlements, at this height, give me plenty of room to seat myself, but remembering the Queen’s “concern” that I would jump if I got too close, I kneel down on my knees and use the lower edge of the battlements as a place to put my arms. 

I don’t know how long I have before the morning bell chimes and I am expected in the kitchens. As I sit there, I lock my hands in a position of perpetual prayer, although I am too focused on the far ends of the horizon to say any true prayer. 

In the smallest slice of dawn, I can just make out the sea and the ships it carries. 

Earlier, I’d heard the rumors that Prince Rion, Queen Varyes’ son and regent king of my home nation of Marula, had pulled his ship into Pommier’s harbor; he was expected to arrive at the palace within the next day. 

I inch forward, leaning over the ledge just a little, hoping to find any scrap of proof that there was reason to hope. 

And if there is truly any reason for hope, it is Rion who would bring it to me. 

He promised me. He promised. 

As the dawn creeps over the sea and prepares to take the sky captive, I fold my fingers together more tightly and lean my forehead on them, brushing my scarf against them, and a small laugh escapes me as another tickling breeze brushes by me. 

When another laugh answers me, my laughter quickly dies. I feel myself straighten, terrified I’d been caught. 

“I’ve been told a Maruli laughs at the wind at his peril.” 

I whirl around. I already know his voice, but I barely recognize his face; if it weren’t for the familiar mischievous grin on Prince Rion’s sun-burned face, I might not have known him at all. 

My heart leaps up into my throat in surprise. I haven’t seen him since my father’s funeral four years ago, but Rion still inspires the same mix of relief and apprehension inside of me. Rion is, first of all, my friend; we had grown up as much as we’d grown together, facing life in Pommier under my father’s brightness and his mother’s darkness, and if I’d ever seen proof that miracles were real, Rion is more than enough. 

In many ways, we weren’t supposed to be friends at all. Once Marula was joined into the Pommierian Empire, he became the heir to the throne over Marula as well as Pommier and their other colonies. I was allowed to remain as its Princess, but my father’s death resulted in a lot of confusion, especially as Queen Varyes was left as the remaining ruler and gave Rion the title of regent over the Maruli. 

It seemed as though the Queen wanted us pitted against each other, but Rion never became my enemy or competitor for the throne. Instead, he became my friend, and I grew to love him as a friend. 

And perhaps more. 

The thought crosses my mind as it double-crosses my heart. My affection for Rion concerns me; I don’t even want to consider it, really, and, right now, it does not help me to see Rion has grown into manhood while I have fallen away into servitude. 

“A fine thing for you to say, especially when it looks as though you have been laughing at the wind quite a bit yourself,” I say, finally finding my voice. My eyes, now adapted to the dim light, take his visage in fully.

His flaxen hair curls freely into a loose bob, a popular style in Marula—though of course the Maruli people are dark-skinned, with dark, defiant hair—and I have to wonder, bitterly, if only momentarily, if God did in fact choose him to rule my people after my father’s death. He has a good reputation among my people, despite their initial unhappiness at our kingdom’s union with Pommier.

There are plenty of reasons his good reputation is earned; I look down at his hands, seeing the patches of tell-tale roughness on his palms. “You were working the sails along with the crew on the way here, weren’t you?”

“I was expecting my mother’s reprove, not yours,” Rion says, as he gives me a playful bow. “You know our fondness for breaking rules has always been a cornerstone of our friendship. And it’s clearly evident we remain much the same, Princess. After all, you’re not supposed to be up here, are you?” 

“I was expecting your mother’s reprove, not yours.” I stand up, slowly brushing off my skirts as I continue to stare at him. 

“But you were expecting me, right?”

It is too easy to fall back into our patterns. I refuse to admit he is right. Our playful banter is childish and silly, but as I turn away from him, I look down at the rags I am wearing. Shame hits me first, before pride responds. 

I cross my arms. “Have I ever expected you?”

Rion steps up behind me. He puts his hands on my shoulders and laughs, this time much more gently. 

“That seems fair. I’m never prepared to see you, either, it seems.” 

“You were prepared enough to meet me here,” I say. “How did you know I would be here?” 

“It’s been four years, but I never doubted that you would be where I last saw you.” Rion’s voice is softer, but now there is a hardened quality to it. He is still sad at the loss of my father. 

It’s his vulnerability that makes me look back at him. 

“I promised you I would be here,” I remind him quietly. 

In the moonlight, our eyes meet, and it’s almost like there’s a sparkle of hope that strikes between us, as if something between our souls has become more tangible. Rion stares down at me. I watch as his eyes travel down my face, taking in my full presence. I wait for him to say something about my servant’s clothes, but he just keeps staring at me. 

“What is it?” I ask. The concern inside my heart flutters again, and I’m unsure of whether it’s a concern born more from hope or fear. 

“I actually expected you to be singing, if you want to know the truth,” he says. His voice is slightly stilted, and I suddenly wonder if he’s nervous. 

But why would he be nervous? 

I could ask myself the same question, but I know my answer. Even if I’d hesitated to voice the question, my heart won’t let me hide the answer. My cheeks flush with warmth—not the burn of shame or the puff of pride, but the shyness of secret affection. 

I have to remind myself, firmly but gently, that it’s not a secret if its truth is known. 

“Singing is not possible on late night adventures such as these. I didn’t want to get caught.” 

“That’s true,” Rion ruefully agrees. “You’ve always been smart about things like that.” 

“I still managed to get caught from time to time.” 

“Some of that was my fault.” 

“Well, certainly that’s true.” I giggle nervously, remembering some of our adventures. 

“Mother’s always got her spies under her speciavo’s command,” Rion recalls. “And Horatio is happy to serve her, especially if it means making us miserable.” 

I nod, thinking of Queen Varyes’ miserly mirror-slave. He’d been a young man when he’d been sentenced to life as a speciavo, and it was unnerving how overly enthusiastic and ambitious he remained after a decade of service to the queen. 

“Your father didn’t need magic to catch us,” Rion says. 

The reverence in Rion’s voice makes me forget about everything that could possibly stop me from reaching for him.

I take his hand, letting the pinkish brown of my own rough palms curl around his sunburned pallor. Each one of our fingers could have listed a reason for my hesitancy—light skin and dark skin, prince and servant, man and woman—but my hesitation disappears as I pull him in for a hug, offering him solace while I allow myself a moment of wanting and weakness, too. 

“I know you loved and respected my father,” I say. “Bringing home news of his death to me was one of the hardest days of your life.” 

Rion nods, and, together, we fall into silence. The wind pushes against us again, and Rion pulls me closer to him, and I embrace him in return. It is wonderful to have Rion back, even if it is strange to see him as the man he has become.

My heart feels truly at peace as the dawn brightens, knowing God has given me another light. 
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I ALMOST FEEL BAD FOR staring. 

Almost. 

I suppose if someone asked me about it, I would say I did. But my response would only be a half-truth.

Staring at Ebony is a joy. Holding onto her, standing beside her, hearing her voice—all of it is a joy, and a unique one in all my life. 

So of course I almost feel bad for staring at her. I imagine it’s very much how Caesar felt, the first time Cleopatra came rolling out of the carpet in his Egyptian bedroom; I might have all the riches and power and authority, but everything I have would only be enough to coax her into using me, not loving me. 

And I only want her to love me.  

After four years away from her, it’s clear that Caryo, my royal advisor in Marula, was correct: the beauty of the Maruli people is in the people themselves, and as its princess and rightful heir, Ebony continues to shine ever more brightly. 

Not that I’d had any doubt. I was already smitten with her before I’d left. Even King Maru knew of my affection for his princess and he’d given me his blessing in private just before he passed. 

Which really made everything more complicated, given Marula’s current troubles.

For now, I shove that aside and focus on Ebony. I knew coming home and seeing her would be akin to watching the sun rise, after a years-long night of hopping from star to star among her people. 

I am just glad that I am able to talk with her properly, and that I haven’t dissolved into a sputtering mess, spouting out the sloppy poetry of haphazard, passionate love. The last thing I want is for Ebony to question my intentions or leadership, let alone my sanity or my taste in humor. 

When I’d mentioned that fear, Caryo had laughed at me. I can still see him standing before me, all those weeks ago, dressed in his long councilor’s robes and his favorite decorated sandals as I admitted seeing Ebony again was making me excited as well as anxious. 

“You’ll be as refined as ever when you see her, Prince Rion,” Caryo said. His large, muscular belly was still shaking from his earlier laugh. “You’ve always been very proper and capable to the people here in Maruli, and we have come to enjoy you, even if you are a prince of Pommier first. I’ll bet a hundred birreas that you’ll be just fine when you meet with the princess again.”  

“But what if I’m not?” I asked. “Conquering a nation is different from securing a heart.” 

“It doesn’t have to be one or the other. Your mother married Ebony’s father to secure her hold on our nation,” Caryo said. “When the time comes, if she truly loves you, Ebony will give her heart over to you.” 

“Mother loved King Maru. She brought him and Ebony to Pommier with her so they could rule her empire together.” I sighed, recalling the happiness my mother had radiated after the king and Ebony had moved to Pommier. I knew after my father’s death when I was only a baby, she had believed she would never love another man again. Meeting King Maru changed that. “But while he respected her, the king didn’t return my mother’s love.” 

Over the years, after realizing this, Mother didn’t want anything to do with him, but she kept him in Pommier. I had a feeling it was her idea of a punishment, and it was worse, because he didn’t want to be separated from Ebony, especially since she was a young girl at the time. 

I had to fend off a blush as I thought of how Ebony was now a young woman. 

“I see.” Caryo bowed his head. “It is hard to give one’s heart when it’s been lost,” he finally said. “When Queen Ysaya died, she took his heart with her to her grave.” 

If Queen Ysaya was anything like Ebony, I could understand that.

Caryo continued. “King Maru spoke well of you, Prince Rion, and you have done everything in recent years to maintain our goodwill and our allegiance. Our hearts are united in Marula’s future.” 

“And so they will remain,” I promised. 

“Then you should have no reason to worry.” He patted me companionably on the shoulder, and our talk turned to the pressing matters he would oversee while I returned to Pommier. 

I knew full well I’d lose the bet when I made it. Losing doesn’t bother me, but I’ll pretend it does. Caryo enjoys it more to see me wrong, and he knows my pride is part of the payment. That was probably why he challenged me in the first place.  

And I don’t really mind. Caryo deserves the compensation. As one of King Maru’s trusted councilors, and as a member of Ebony’s family on her mother’s side, he could have been much more reluctant to extend his services. He has saved me many headaches and offered me much grace over the years as I traveled throughout Marula and its neighboring lands. His advice allowed me to properly offer my condolences for King Maru’s death and present myself as a ruler, even if I am only the regent prince. 

I didn’t have to read the frequent and various letters Mother sent to me to know she was upset at my decision to go and meet with the tribes of Marula. She told me before I left that a true ruler does not have to establish himself as a ruler, only as a good ruler, and she has been upset with me ever since. 

Ebony stirs next to me, and I reluctantly loosen my grip on her. 

“I’m glad you’re home,” Ebony says, keeping her face buried in my chest. She is much shorter than I remember her—but then, I am probably taller than she remembers, too. 

“Me, too.” I tug playfully on her headscarf, careful not to pull the knot free. I am tempted to touch her hair, having enjoyed seeing the varied, poofy charms of the Maruli hair. Caryo was quick to assure me that a woman’s hair was her glory. Many Maruli women at least respected the Bible’s teachings for this reason alone, even if they were unwilling to let go of their native shaman beliefs and embrace Christ. Messing up a woman’s hair or her headscarf was only a precursor to pain. 

Knowing Pommier’s own fascination with demonic magic, I can understand their position, even if I do not agree. My own mother is still besotted with magic and the dark arts, and she has been zealous to explore Maruli magic, even though the nation outlawed it years before Pommier conquered it.

As awful as it sounds, I am relieved the king is not alive to see her obsession has only grown; he did not like it when he first found out some of the Maruli shamans had made her acquaintance, and he would be outraged to know their influence has only grown. 

Ebony shifts away from me again, enough so I can see her full visage, and I am briefly overwhelmed. 

“What can you tell me of Marula?” she asks. 

I notice Ebony doesn’t say, “the Southern Colonies,” which is how most of the Pommier refers to Marula, and I smile. 

Suddenly, I don’t want to share any news with her at all. While there is much good to say about Marula—the tribal communities have mostly accepted me as regent, the harvest seasons had been good and plentiful, and Pommierian medical care has been administered to those in need—there is also more trouble brewing than I’d like to divulge. I had been the one who had to tell her about her father’s death; I hated to think I would have to be the one to tell her about her nation’s decline.

“You don’t want to know about me?” I deflect her concern, pretending to be hurt, and I am pleased when she blushes, even though she steps away from me. For a moment or two longer, I just want to be here, to be in this moment with her. 

I knew when I left I should’ve disobeyed Mother and taken Ebony with me. Our ship wasn’t even out of port before I regretted leaving her behind. Ever since then, I’d been working to come back and be with her again. 

“I didn’t think you had anything to tell me,” Ebony says. “I’ve heard of your frequent reports to the Queen, but that’s all. You never wrote to me while you were away.”

I fold my hands together. I had actually written several letters to her, but I am ashamed to admit I did not have the courage to send them. King Maru had taught me once to honor myself and others, and only speak the truth. Until I could truly honor Ebony and confess my feelings for her in person, I did not want to risk sending her anything.  

“I tried,” I finally say, my voice only skimming the surface of my sadness. “I worried that you wouldn’t read anything I’d send. I know how much you wanted to go.” 

I leave off the words, “instead of me,” and, from the way Ebony looks up at me, with her lips tucked into that thoughtful line, I know we are both thinking the same thing. 

I scratch my head and duck my gaze, repentant. “There is also just too much about your home that was rightfully overwhelming. I didn’t feel a letter would do it justice.” 

Ebony puts her hands on her hips. “Is it better not to attempt justice, even if it’s a failed attempt?” 

“You tell me,” I say, grabbing her hand and pressing it to my lips. “Is it better for you to attempt mercy, even if it’s a failed attempt?”

“Forgiveness is easier than justice.” Her voice is strong, but I still hear a small tremble in her words. 

“Only if you love the guilty party more than you love yourself.” 

She seems startled, and I’m not sure if I should be pushing for her affections so rashly or not. She steps back again, but I don’t drop her hand. 

“I don’t remember you being this strange before,” Ebony says a moment later. “I’ll forgive you this time, but I will not forget.”

“Then I will accept your forgiveness, and I will not forget your disappointment, either.” I tug at her hand. “In fact, if you want, I’ll make it up to you now. Come with me.”

“What are you doing?” Ebony’s voice is almost painfully full of fear now. “Where are we going?”

“Well, first we’re going downstairs,” I say. “I’ve been up here for at least a good hour, waiting for you, and after all that time in the Maruli sunshine, I’m ready to burn up the castle’s firewood supply to—what’s wrong?”

Ebony pulls free from me, and for the first time, I notice her clothes. She is dressed like a maid; that isn’t something completely unexpected, since I knew she had to find a way up here, even if she had been forbidden. A maid’s outfit was a nice disguise. 

But it is as she turns away from me, ducking her head, that I feel dread stirring inside me. 

The spirit in her eyes I’d seen earlier now dims, drowning in sudden sorrow. 

“Ebony.” 

I don’t have to ask her to know that the rumors I’d heard were more than true. I hadn’t wanted to believe them when I heard them, but there was no denying the truth now. 
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