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Chapter 1: The Chase
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Evain stumbled through the forest; cold tendrils of shadow racing toward her from all sides. She leapt over a fallen log, her warm breath crystallizing in the cold winter’s night. She focused on the adrenaline rushing through her veins, using her fear to propel herself farther and farther from her enemies. The eerie howls of the Dark Ones raised the hair on her neck, and her eyes widened in horror as they slowly began to gain on her.

She could hear the urgent voice of her sister Zara echoing through her consciousness, “You mustn’t let them catch you. If you do, all hope will be lost! Run!”

Run.

With a strangled cry, she crashed through a thicket of thorns and onto the moonlit shores of Dhr’aena Bay, her weary feet stumbling to find purchase on the firmly packed sand. 

The blood-curdling screams of her pursuers reached her ears as they halted at the edge of the wood, screeching in fury.

Evain slowed to a halt and breathlessly turned to face her attackers. Her ice-blue eyes locked with the alpha of the pack, and it met her gaze with a blood-chilling stare.

“We will find you,” it hissed. “Nowhere you can hide will obscure you from our hunt.”

A rueful smile played on the corners of her mouth as she straightened to her full height. “Hail Athcynor,” she whispered. Then, with a final glance, she fled.

***

[image: ]


EVAIN OPENED HER HEAVY eyelids, blinking dazedly in the mid-morning light. She was surrounded by giant, grey oaks that stretched weakly towards the cold winter sun. The chattering calls of birds could be heard as they fluttered from treetop to treetop, fluffing and preening their feathers to keep warm. The gentle whispering of the wind could be heard as it sifted through the naked branches. 

Evain rose shakily to her feet and scanned her surroundings, trying in vain to determine her location. She knew not where she was, nor how she had arrived, but one thing was certain—someone needed her.

But who?

Then something caught her eye.

The way the sun’s light seemed to weave and dance with the shadows...

The shadows.

Evain shrieked and stumbled backward in terror as the events of the previous night crashed upon her, battering her mind with endless waves of images and sensations. 

The Moonfrost Festival amid ash and ruin.

The horrified screams and cries of her subjects as they succumbed to the flames.

And the Dark Ones raining chaos from amongst the shadows.

Evain’s breath hitched in her throat. 

Zara. What had happened to Zara? 

She collapsed onto the moss-covered ground, curling into a small ball and burying her head deep within her hands in grief.

It was all her fault.

She had failed to protect her people when they had needed her the most.

And now they were dead.

A sound of grief and heartache tore itself from her chest, echoing through the woods like a siren’s song. She tore at the earth in anguish and staggered to her feet, punching the hard bark of the trees as hot tears rolled down her cheeks and blood flowed from her hands. She collapsed to the ground in exhaustion, silently begging the elven gods to spare her from the pain. 

But even the gods seemed to elude her. 

With a strangled and weary sigh, she drifted back into a restless sleep.

***
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Chapter 2: Scrolls and Secrets
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“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Evain said with a playful smile as she pushed open the heavy iron door.

Zara glanced up with a warm twinkle in her emerald eyes. “Not anything that is more important than my little sister,” she teased. She motioned for Evain to step into her chambers, which should’ve been more appropriately called a library. Thick volumes and guides to magic, history, philosophy, literature, and ancient languages decorated the walls of bookshelves with their gilded bindings. The musty smell of decaying paper and leather tickled Evain’s nostrils, reminding her of the days when their papa would snuggle with them by the fire and read aloud tales of adventures and ancient warriors. The stories both fascinated and awed her, and if she had the opportunity, she would’ve traded her position as Queen in a heartbeat if it allowed her to relive those few precious moments.

“What do you think of this spell?” Zara questioned, pulling her sister out of her reverie.

Evain shook her head to clear her thoughts and peered at the small scroll that lay unrolled on her sister’s desk. Elegant characters and symbols decorated the page, all revolving around the center point of a spiral. At the center was an ominous figure, one that sent unexplained chills racing down her spine. “It seems so... cold,” she whispered for lack of a better word.

Zara nodded. “I believe that it is written in an ancient language—one so old and powerful that it has not been used for many a millennia.” She pointed to several strange markings in the upper right corner. “This appears to be a signature of some sort, but it’s hard to understand due to the condition of the scroll, not to mention the language difference,” she explained.

“Can you translate it?” Evain asked skeptically.

Zara nodded. “I believe I should be able to. If my theory is correct, these runes are some form of ancient Taeruelan. Difficult to translate, but not impossible.”

“Where did you find it? Was it among father’s things?”

“I was wondering when you were going to ask,” Zara teased. Her face then grew serious. “Actually, it was in the bookcase itself. There was a latch in the back paneling, which opened a compartment on the side.” She pointed to the case in question, and Evain could see a small opening in its side—just big enough to hide a small scroll.

Evain bit her lip in thought. “Who wrote this spell?” she asked puzzled. “And why hide it?”

Zara's eyes darkened a shade as she stared gravely into her sister’s slender face. “Only the gods know.”

***
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Chapter 3: Questions
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When Evain next woke, the sun was just beginning to set, painting the sky with soft shades of gray, gold, and lavender. She shivered in the harsh cold, her teeth chattering from the lack of warmth. When not preoccupied with his royal duties, her father had often instructed her on basic survival training—how to build a fire, forage for food, handle a blade, and stay warm without the presence of heat. He claimed that princesses had just as much need for training as warriors did, but like reading books by the fire—the lessons and instructions he had given her died along with him.

She pushed the miserable thoughts out of her mind. It would do no good to ruminate on the past—not when the lives of her people were at stake. That left her with several options; make her way back to the palace and scout out the destruction, travel south towards Thrushaven, the capital of the human kingdom and beg for help, or freeze to death in the forest. 

None of them seemed like desirable options.

She gazed at the brilliant sky above, watching as the golden sun descended towards the horizon. Seagulls cried as they swooped and dove among the waves, their silhouettes dark against the fiery clouds. Tears stung Evain’s eyes as the gulls flew north towards her kingdom. She envied them—bold, fearless, and sure of their course.

She rose on shaky legs, trembling as she made her way to the frozen waters. Waves thundered against the shore, their pearly crests glinting against the crystalline sands. In the distance, Evain could make out the jagged cliff line that encompassed the northeast side of the bay. A spiraling castle rested upon its crest, marble firmaments glinting crimson and violet in the dusk. A natural extension of the marble cliffside, the palace overlooked the wide expanse of the Gilded Sea. Her eyes scanned the horizon; from a distance her home stood proud and strong, as it had for centuries past. Yet the haze of dust and smoke betrayed appearances. She knew that ancient marble lay broken beneath the waves, testaments of elven power flung to the wind as dust.

An ache spread like fire through her chest, loss and heartache unraveling her meager strength. An old lullaby stirred in Evain’s heart, one her father would sing before bed. She raised her lilting voice above the waves, the words bittersweet: 

“If the sun should ne’er rise

Or Lunara spills her blood

Your hand I will hold in mine

For nought can conquer love.”

The sun slide beneath the waves, an emerald burst adorning the sky as the song faded from her lips. Athcynor stood in the afterglow, a beacon of hope. 

Evain froze suddenly, breath hitching in her throat. Darkness stirred along the cliff’s base, crawling among its shadowed pediments. A shrill keen resounded through the twilight, echoing eerily among the waves. A chorus of voices joined the haunting melody, their song rising from the north. Their howl’s pierced Evain’s heart; she shuddered and turned from the frigid shore, her mind racing. 

Why did the Dark Ones attack?

And why now?

***
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Chapter 4: A Queen’s Duty
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“Daddy!” six-year-old Evain screamed as she barreled into his study, followed by her furious sister. “Zara hit me!!”

“She deserved it!” twelve-year old Zara pouted. “Evain was acting disrespectful.”

King Omar sighed and stroked his auburn beard, which was brushed with fine silver strands. His green eyes were dull with weariness. “Evain is that true?” he questioned.

“Well... yes,” Evain blushed. 

“And what did you say to her?”

“Well...Zara said that we weren’t allowed to go into mother’s room, but I told her that she wasn’t in charge of me because... I’ll be queen, and she won’t.”

Omar let out a weary sigh. “Zara, you may leave us,” their father said gently.

Zara nodded obediently and left.

“Evain, I would like to show you something.” Omar crossed the room and took a worn picture off the mantle over the fire. 
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