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      From the historical record kept by the unicorns

      
        
        After a young goddess’s powers grew to where she was no longer bound by the rules of her parents, The Trials were instituted by the Fates to judge the worthiness of all goddesses and gods who followed. Despite her rebellious acts, the original goddess passed.

        What Nyx hadn’t known at the time was that her granddaughter, a few generations in the future, would be the one who would challenge the Fates in a way that would change the realm. She’d only known that when the child was born, their spirits connected. Sensing the harmony in the babe’s soul, Nyx chose that moment to seed her gifts through the invisible bond. The trials would complete the transfer of what power Nyx could impart. Nyx told Erebus alone of her plan, who would travel in his black deer form, to connect with the unicorn. They would be the keeper of the secret in the realm, and their leader would determine who was trusted enough to help the babe live out her destiny. A destiny that would demand a heavy price to restore what was broken by exiling Nyx and Erebus.
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            The Throne Room
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      The quiet of the apartment slid over me in smothering silence, and whether it was my nerves or my impatience, Ari’s whereabouts were my top priority. Unable to reach her through the mate bond, uneasiness grew in my gut. My senses were on high alert as I left our suites. I waved the guards off at the end of the wing and strode to the room I’d once despised. It had been my own prison, not on the scale Ari had dealt with in the false king’s presence, but the four walls were never meant to be mine. And they were empty save the new seat. The throne she’d created suited her—strong, yet beautiful. I raised my hand to touch it and held myself back.

      I motioned to one of our guards, Dimitris, to join me instead. “Have you seen my mate?”

      “No, your highness,” he said, lowering his head. He, like Armstrong, had been with me since the beginning of my time ruling and had my trust.

      “Take the others and split up. If you find my mate, don’t disturb her, but report her location back to me.” What unsettled me the most was that I couldn’t reach her from our mated connection. I rubbed my chest as if that could ease the ache of the absence. Even in the times we’d temporarily shut the other out, the bond had been there like an unbreakable rope tying us together. Ari’s powers were stronger, so maybe it was possible she could shut me out so completely.

      But why would she?

      “Yes, Your Highness.” Dimitris fisted a hand over his heart and pivoted away from me.

      I’d made sure her calendar was clear for our return to the garden. She had no engagements, and I instructed her personal guard to ensure nothing was added for the afternoon and evening. Something could have come up, but she’d sent word the two other times this week when she’d been pulled away. If she’d gone to the coast to see her sister, Gemma, and my brother, Laurel, she would have told me…probably even asked if I wanted to go. I paced around the throne room, inspecting for anything out of place.

      There wasn’t much in the area by design, but power pulsed through the space in a way it hadn’t when I occupied it. Something, almost like a magical string, drew me to the breathtaking throne. The remade seat contained power, and it was Ari’s. I sensed her essence on it, but the heaviness in the air was different, as if something tried to dampen her presence. She didn’t leave alone. The question was whether my mate left by choice or not, and I needed answers.

      “Your Highness?” Amalthea called from the doorway, fisting her hand over her chest. She was another of my most trusted guards, and I’d had Armstrong assign her to Ari.

      “Why are you not with the princess?” My mate was a queen, but she wanted to hold off on that title until after an official coronation—a coronation she refused until her father was no longer a threat.

      “Dimitris said I could find you here,” she said, her voice strong, but I noted the undercurrent of fear in it.

      “I’ll ask you one more time. Where is Princess Arianna?” I managed to keep my voice from a roar, but my agitation that no one showed concern itched at my magic.

      “She was in here. She wanted to be alone. While I was standing on the other side of the door, I felt a ripple of power. I think she vanyshened out of the room. I searched for her, but I’ve been unable to find her.”

      Thunder rumbled and shook the room. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I inhaled and let out a slow breath in an attempt to hold my power back. “That’s impossible. No one can vanyshen inside the building.”

      “I know, Your Highness, but that is what it felt like.” She lowered her gaze to the floor.

      “Did you check the cameras?” The throne room was one of the few more private rooms inside the palace where we allowed cameras, and that was at Laurel’s insistence. My brother believed it would deter an attack.

      “Yes, and all the cameras went offline around the time the power thrummed in here. The camera in this room never came back on.”

      Panic pressurized in my chest like a valve about to rupture. I crossed the room in swift steps. “You should have led with that. What was on the video before the camera went dark?”

      Thunder boomed outside, and I inhaled, holding it in my chest to contain myself. Unleashing my power on the city, on the people, would be unforgivable. Gods be damned if I’d stay calm for long without answers.

      “The princess was holding her crown and then the camera went black.”

      “No one else was in the room with her?” Maybe she had vanyshened. But how? And why? I blew out the breath in a slow, calculated motion, letting my magic ease back into place.

      “No,” Amalthea said, her gaze flicking to the newly created throne. “Not another soul in sight.”

      If she’d been alone, that supported she’d vanyshened away. I couldn’t ignore the heaviness in the room as if power hummed from use. The throne…was that what I felt? Albert couldn’t get in here, but he had. He’d worked his way into the city several times, including into the courtyard of our home. What if he’d found a way inside? But how would he have smuggled her out? He wouldn’t be able to take her without her fighting back. Godsdammit. What happened?

      “Go with the other guards to look for her. As I told Dimitris, no one disturbs her when they find her.” There would be no proposal until my mate was back in the safety of my arms. I wouldn’t try to control her if she’d gone off on her own for some reason. Ari had enough of that in her life before me.

      Amalthea fisted a hand over her heart and executed a perfect military pivot to exit the room. I turned to the throne one more time. Ari’s power was all over it, but there was more magic here. The weight of it in the air was different, like when the atmosphere changed in the presence of a storm. I headed out behind her guard and straight to the control room to see the footage for myself.

      The halls were empty on the way to the room, not unusual for this time of day when palace business had been concluded. The uneasiness in my chest magnified with the hollow sound of my boots on the marble floor. I realized why each step made my worry ratchet up—my mate wasn’t within the palace walls. She wouldn’t leave without telling me. No, that wasn’t like her. Unless she didn’t have a choice. I broke out in a run to the control room, barely having the patience to get the door open.

      The desk I used most was open, and I tapped buttons on the keyboard before I even slid into the seat.

      “Your Highness,” one of the new guards said. I heard his chair scrape as he moved to get up.

      “No, keep working. I’m fine.”

      I accessed the camera inside the throne room, but just as Amalthea said, it went dark while Ari stood there with the crown in her hand. Her face wore a contemplative expression as if she was making a decision. She appeared every bit the queen she’d been destined to be. A bit of relief washed over me seeing her, but the worry of not knowing where she was took over. I scanned every speck of the video.

      No one else was in there, so her vanyshening out seemed the most logical answer. That explanation still didn’t sit right with me, though. The camera was still offline, which shouldn’t happen, so someone could have tampered with it. I watched the footage from outside the throne room, and the only thing notable was Amalthea’s flinch while briefly scrunching her eyes closed. As she rotated toward the throne room door, that camera went out. When the footage picked back up, the guard was walking down the hall with a puzzled expression on her face. I presumed she was looking for Ari, but she appeared dazed.

      Magic worked in the room…hell, in the palace. I wondered if my mate’s power opened up the magic carefully woven into the walls, floors, and ceilings, or if something nefarious from Albert was at play. Thunder rumbled, shaking the palace, and I wanted to bring down every wall in the city to find her. The mate bond told me she wasn’t inside the boundary of the court. She was too far away for me to touch her—too far away to have vanyshened, at least for a regular fae. She wasn’t regular though. Her power was unlike anything any of us in the realm would ever reach. I ran my hands over my face. Was she gone of her own free will?

      There were no signs of a struggle. No forced entry to the room. No one in the room with her before the feed cut out. If she did leave by her own choice, why didn’t she tell anyone?

      Had she known I was going to propose and didn’t want that? No, that couldn’t be it. My mate, the woman I knew and loved, who loved me as fiercely as I loved her, wouldn’t do that. So, where in all the realm was she?
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      A stone circle, similar to the one vampire poured out of a couple of weeks ago, stood around me. Only I wasn’t in the field near the forest on the vampire kingdom border. My boots squished in a dewy meadow I didn’t recognize. The dampness mixed with the scent of green grass on a spring morning. If I’d been on a walk alone or with my mate, I would have welcomed the invigorating aroma—invited it even. That wasn’t the case. I’d been taken to a place where I couldn’t feel my mate, and the absence of his presence agitated me. I worried, not for myself, but about how he was handling it. Rain charged Albert’s palace to come for me when we’d barely known each other. Was the connection suppressed for him? If Rain couldn’t feel our bond, he would think the worst. I needed to get back to him or, at least, get a message down our mate bond before he destroyed the city trying to find me.

      Why had I trusted this fucking sprite? It’s not like I was given a choice, but I sure as goddess didn’t think she was going to bring me to the damn circle thing like I’d seen across the Vampire Kingdom border not so long ago.

      Marius? Unlike my mate bond with Rain, I could still find a glimmer of the bond with my unicorn guardian, but the connection was dull, as if some power interfered with it.

      “Your bonded cannot hear your call.” Neala’s tone had a hint of amusement in it. “No, you didn’t have a choice tonight. I will not apologize for the timing or the method by which you are here as those were not my doing. You’ve come into your power, and that has brought you to a critical crossing of your future. One path will see you become Nyx’s embodiment in the realm, where you will save those you love. The other sees you lead the destruction of all as you follow your father’s path.”

      Disgust dug into my shoulder blades while darkness crowded my vision. Even as I hated the comparison, I knew I’d always choose Rain, but I wasn’t sure that meant I wouldn’t end up like Albert either.

      “Don’t call him my father.” I couldn’t stop the disdain from dripping off my words, nor did I want to—sprite or no sprite.

      She inclined her head. “Albert chose a way that would only ever lead to destruction—of himself, his family, and his spirit.”

      “I would never do what he did or risk the lives of those I love.” But I had, and a part of me still wondered if it would take me becoming like Albert to stop him. I didn’t want that, but I would let the starlight consume all of me if it meant saving my family.

      “You’re not afraid to make yourself into the monster you hate most so that the realm survives, but there is a question. What do you desire most? Ending Albert for revenge of the harm he caused to you, Gemma, and your mother? Or do you want to end him so that you prevent him from using the power he’s stolen to remake the realm into a dark place?”

      I wanted revenge. I wouldn’t deny it, but I wanted Albert defeated into oblivion. My goal was to thwart his ability to transform more fae into vampire and to prevent him from consuming the power of our family. “Can’t it be both?”

      Her undereye area darkened as if my question made her tired. “No, it cannot. You must choose.”

      “Why?” I crossed my arms. “Why must I decide between the two things that secure not only my family’s safety but that of the realm too?”

      She schooled her features into a neutral expression. “Because one taints your spirit for eternity, and the other makes you the savior of the realm. It is the latter your mate believed you to be before he even knew he loved you.”

      My chest ached, missing the connection with him even more. He’d told me, not only when so many kneeled for me the first time at my mother’s statue on her death day but also at other times too. Grief wrenched a hold behind my sternum, causing darkness to cover me until all I could see was holding Albert’s head in my hands. Revenge was what I wanted most. My mother deserved to be avenged. Gemma deserved to see him pay. I deserved to inflict the same pain on him as he’d so callously ordered on me. Rage rippled through me and wrapped around my heart.

      “Arianna.” Neala snapped her fingers in front of me. Her voice was heavy with concern—the most emotion I’d seen from the sprite. “I can see the darkness in your soul, something quite different from our goddess, Nyx. Is that truly your choice?”

      I swallowed down the rage and tucked it away. A wisp of starlight came to me on command and lit my skin with warmth to drive away the darkness. I willed it to make a barrier around the compartment where I stored my anger. Though shaken by how the rage consumed me, I regained my control. “No, of course not. I want to stop Albert from destroying the realm with the power he has stolen.”

      She studied me for a long moment—so long her unending gaze forced me to fight the urge to squirm. Her mind scraped against the wall I’d built around my rage, and I flooded my mind with thoughts of restoring the magic in the realm.

      “You said I was to be judged. Is this it?”

      A smile whispered at the corner of her mouth like she was amused. “No,” she said, stepping back out of the circle. “That begins now.”

      Sprites appeared at her side. No two looked alike, but all were ethereal in their beauty. They joined hands and spread around outside the circle of stones until there was no way out.

      My stomach twisted in fear, but beyond that, I was pissed they tried to trap me. The power of sprites was legendary. The Goddess Nyx gifted me my powers, though, and I wasn’t going to let them force me to make a choice I didn’t want to make.

      I walked straight to where Neala’s hand joined with a brown-headed sprite, whose skin glowed in iridescent colors like a shimmering, transparent rainbow. I’d been a prisoner twice, and I had no intention of letting it happen for a third time. My body rebounded off an invisible force before I could reach them. What the fuck?

      “You cannot cross until judgment has been rendered,” Neala said, her voice louder and more insistent.

      I pushed my hand against the invisible wall, feeling in both directions. Unyielding to my touch, it curved like the domes that covered dishes. A kernel of panic took hold in my belly. Trapped in a bowl wouldn’t do. I summoned the power of the stars.

      Neala shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that. Anything you expel toward the capsule will return to you.”

      Given I’d already bounced off the surface myself, I didn’t have a reason to doubt her. Taking my choice away was fucked up, but no matter what Neala had to throw at me, I’d get through it. I held my hands out. “You’ve got me here. What do I have to do?”

      “Be patient, Arianna, daughter of Daphina.” Neala’s voice was a singsong melody. The tone danced like a soothing lullaby. I should be annoyed, but it relaxed me.

      Dark mist filled the space around me. A black deer appeared in front of where I stood. No horns. It must be a doe—a very familiar looking one. Purple butterflies flitted to life around the majestic creature. I’d seen both before, but not together. The deer in the forest by the vampire lands, and the purple butterflies showed up at what seemed to be random times. Are the deer and the butterflies the same ones? When I’d seen them before, they were like messengers. Is that why they are here now?
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      I strapped my sword to my back and rummaged through the drawer for a couple of orb lights in case the power went out again. Two rolled to the front, and I shoved them in my pocket. Although the city hadn’t lost power in weeks, Ari’s disappearance stunk of Albert’s handywork. He had the most to gain by taking her, and the chaos of a mass outage would be great cover to sneak someone out of the city undetected. I’d bring every ounce of lightning down on him for daring to take my mate, even if it meant my own death. Ari’s freedom had no price too high for me.

      When I threw the door open, my brother stood in front of me. His hand was raised as if he were about to knock. “What are you doing back here, Laurel?”

      He’d returned to the coast where he and Ari’s sister had chosen to live.

      “Phina had a nightmare,” he said, his eyes wide.

      I crossed my arms. “That doesn’t explain why you are here.”

      “She saw you die, Rain.” His skin paled as if he were staring at a ghost. “Phina fell asleep and woke up insisting we come stop you.”

      “Ari is missing.”

      “We know where she is.” Gemma’s voice drifted from the hall. She stepped up next to Laurel, holding Phina’s hand.

      “You can’t go, Uncle Rain,” my niece said, her eyes fixed on mine with an expression far too serious for someone so young. It wasn’t fair, like so much of our family’s lives. She clutched the doll I’d given her to her chest. Ari thought the doll was creepy because of its close likeness to Phina, but I’d had it made for her. I wanted her to have something as unique as her, so when she looked at herself, she wasn’t the only one like her she saw. Ari changed that. Phina would see herself in her aunt.

      I knelt in front of her. My niece had been right about too many things to ignore a warning. “You know where Ari is, Phina? Can you tell me?”

      She nodded and then shook her head as if to answer both questions. “She’s with the sprites, and you can’t go there. It’s not here. It’s somewhere none of us can go.”

      I studied her. My niece’s determination was set in her face, and she’d convinced my brother and sister-in-law too. There must have been more to it than a scary dream. “How do you know she’s with them?”

      “Neala told me,” Phina said. “They are in the special place. Neala said Aunt Ari has to take a test.”

      Anger skipped up my spine, but I forced it down. I refused to frighten, or worse, hurt Phina. “Do you know what kind of test?”

      She scrunched up her nose. “The trials of worthiness. Neala said she believed in Aunt Ari.”

      Whit had tried to get me interested in a text about Nyx’s trials. Damn it, I should have paid more attention. I glanced up at Gemma and Laurel, and they both shook their heads. I lowered my gaze back to Phina. “Where is the special place?”

      “The place Drew went to…where the sprites live.”

      “Are you talking about the mountain?” The mountain Drew visited was a sacred space, and I’d heard stories of what could happen to uninvited visitors. According to what my father told my brother and me as children, they never returned. The tales I’d heard after assuming my position were far grimmer. The kindest of those were the ones said to have fallen to their death climbing the steep ascent for access, but others were said to have been dismembered and planted to nourish the meadow sitting atop the mountain.

      She nodded. “The mountain, but not.”

      Nothing inspired more fear in me than my mate being a prisoner in some way. Going after her was an easy decision, but that required me to know where she was. If the mountain was in play, then that was where I’d go. “Thank you, Phina. I’m going to get Aunt Ari back.”

      Phina grabbed my hand and tugged on it. “You can’t. You’ll both die if you go.”

      I stumbled back. I’d never considered a situation where I couldn’t save Ari. My perspective shifted. Risking her life wasn’t an option. Ever. “Do you know why?”

      She shook her head. “But I saw it.”

      Goddesses and gods, had she been made to watch our deaths in a dream? The thought made me ill to think she’d been forced to endure that. No child should have to see that whether asleep or awake. Phina’s premonitions had been real in the past. Her dreams had come true more than once, and both she and Drew spoke to Neala in their dreams. Believing her was the right answer, but it conflicted with my desire to save my mate. I wanted to charge ahead like I was going into battle. I could either accept what my niece was telling me, or I could risk both my and Ari’s lives. Godsdammit.

      I moved out of the door, granting my family entrance into my home, and I fought to remain still when every ounce of my soul wanted to go for my mate. Godsdamn that mountain.

      “We will get her back,” Gemma said, hugging me.

      A sense of helplessness I hadn’t felt since my father’s death came over me. I forced myself to close the door and rested my hand on the cool surface, hoping it would help me see this was the right decision.

      Phina took my other hand in hers. “Neala is with her. Aunt Ari must do this alone.”

      I sat cross-legged, so I was eye level with my niece. The last thing I wanted to do was make Phina relive watching Ari and me die. I’d ask, but give her the choice, as Ari would want. “If it’s not too scary, can you tell me what you saw?”

      Phina mimicked my position, leaning forward with her elbow on her knee and chin in her palm. “She’s doing the thing Drew did, but not exactly. Aunt Ari’s older, so she has to pass a test. It’s a grown-up one.” She lifted a shoulder. “Something only a goddess could pass.”

      My stomach dipped into oblivion. While I considered Ari a goddess, she was born like the rest of us. She was fae. The sprites had to understand that fae and goddesses weren’t the same beings. Ari was the most gifted of us all, and if any one of us could pass, it would be her. But fae bodies couldn’t survive the same attacks a goddess could. I had to go to the mountain to try to stop them.

      Gemma knelt next to us. “You mean someone with goddess blood? Like you and she share?”

      Phina’s eyes narrowed on her mother like the insinuation offended her. “No, I mean a goddess.”

      “But you know that’s not possible, Phina.” Laurel sat crisscrossed by us.

      “It is. Aunt Ari is a goddess.”

      She was adamant. Although she was far advanced for a child her age, children could confuse things they saw, but I had no reason to think that was the case here.

      “I believe she’s a goddess. I’ve told her so,” I said, bringing Phina’s attention back to me. “But you don’t know exactly where she is? It looks like the place Drew visited?”

      “I do know, but you can’t go there. Neala said Aunt Ari has to do this on her own. We don’t want her bound the way Nyx was.”

      I swiped a hand over my face. There was only one situation I knew where Nyx had been bound, and that was from the text we discovered—because she’d fallen in love with Erebus. Fucking fuck. Was she being punished for being my mate? That couldn’t be it. There had to be another reason for this trial, and I was sure the sprites played a role in it. I was starting to believe that they might have had a role in what happened to Nyx too. That wouldn’t make sense. Would it? If they had, though, wouldn’t Nyx want revenge? And Ari would be the perfect weapon to enact that revenge for her. The building vibrated from a rumble of thunder. I needed to release some of my magic, or I’d bring the city down. Focus on funneling a tiny stream, I let a trickle loose. The tinkling of drops bouncing off the window filled the silence.

      “Get out of your head, Rain,” Gemma said. “We have to remain calm.”

      I worked a swallow over the tightness in my throat. Phina stared up at me with her big amber eyes, more the color of Gemma’s than my brother’s. “Aunt Ari will be back soon if we stay here.”

      The warrior in me wanted to go straight to the mountain and get Ari, but if the sprites were involved, brute force wasn’t the best option either. “And Ari will live if I don’t go?”

      Phina rested her tiny hand on my cheek. “She will live, and she’ll need us when she returns.”

      The sweet scent of moonflowers drifted in the air as if Ari confirmed our niece’s declaration from wherever she was. It was killing me not to go find her, and I was certain I would die waiting. I sank backward on the floor, accepting a choice that neither of us made.
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      A familiar aroma wafted in the air. I inhaled the soft, sweet scent of jasmine and vanilla, letting it restore my focus—my favorite moonflowers. The mist cleared, taking the deer and butterflies with it. My knees weakened. What had once been my most cherished space, my garden in the prison kingdom, was in front of me. I wondered if there was anyone left to tend the garden. All the fae had been relocated to the city, the coast, or one of the other communities. Did the flowers still bloom without me to care for them? I hated Albert for ruining the moments I’d considered so precious in my childhood, and I loved Mother for giving me those times.

      Tears pricked my eyes for the happy remembrances tied up with the loss and lies they represented. The joy I’d experienced was eroded by the knowledge none of it was real.

      “Do not cry, my amazing daughter.” A voice drifted on the wind around me. “The memories we made were real.”

      I clasped my throat. The sound was so familiar, but I hadn’t heard it in years—my mother’s voice. So many nights I’d cried myself to sleep or with my sister holding me as I wished to hear the strong but soft voice that was my mother’s. She was gone to another realm, and as much as I wanted it to be her, it couldn’t be. What kind of fucked-up place had the sprite brought me to? I spun, expecting there to be nothing, but there she was—not as an apparition, but my mother appeared as flesh and blood.

      “Mother…” My chest expanded with hope. Was this a sprite trick? Could it be her?

      She touched my face. Her skin was warm against mine. “I’ve missed you.”

      “How are you here?” I studied her, and the birthmark at the corner of her eye was there. My mother was in front of me. I blinked away tears.

      “The sprites can call forth the souls of those in other realms.”

      I took her hand. It was solid and real. My mother’s fingers held mine. Hope embedded in my chest. “So, you can come with me? You can live with us in the other kingdom…your home?”

      She smiled, but sadness hung between us as if it were tangible. “No, but that’s not why you are here.”

      “But it could be,” I said, desperation drowning me. “I have Nyx’s power.” Even as I said it, I knew starlight wasn’t going to bring my mother back.

      “No, my time in this realm is done.” She patted my hand.

      My grip tightened on hers. “You’re here, so that can’t be true.”

      “My sweet girl, you know that’s not how it works. I’m here for you. My own fate was a specific path, but yours is not.”

      “The sprite said something similar.” I tried to recall exactly what she’d told me. “She showed me a future where my little brother and I are on opposite sides. Gemma and I have a little brother, Drew. And Gemma gave you a granddaughter who is so much like you, Mother. My mate takes everything I give and never wavers…” My voice broke before I could finish. She would never know how amazing Rain was or how gifted her granddaughter was. Her life had been about sacrifice so we would live, and my chest cratered with the knowledge she wouldn’t know how successful she had been.

      “Just because I am not in your realm doesn’t mean I don’t see, Arianna. I saw how much you grieved for me.” She squeezed my hand. “But know I was there in every moment, sending you love.”

      The entire time…she’d been able to see us the whole time. Mother had seen every failure I’d had along the way, but she’d also seen me grow into my power, strengthen my voice, and find love with my mate. Mother had known when Gemma found love, and Phina was born. Through all of those incredible events, she’d only been allowed to be a bystander, unable to interact with us.

      Was there a path that would have allowed her to be with us in the present? That was the question I needed answered most from a long list of others. I blew out a breath, willing my angry tears not to fall. “Why didn’t you leave with me and Gemma? Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “If I had left, my granddaughter wouldn’t have been born. Nor your brother. Your path would be very different, and you might not have met your mate. You certainly wouldn’t have the relationship with him that you have today. Would you still have wanted me to leave if you knew that?” she asked, her voice gentle like the breeze in the garden.

      Guilt twisted around my heart at my own selfishness. My heart ached that I couldn’t have Mother and them. “No, I wouldn’t, but I’d trade all my Nyx-given power to have you back.”

      Mother’s face tightened into a firm look I remembered from my childhood. “You mustn’t say that. Your destiny will shape this realm in a way I never could.”

      “Mother, you are the most loved and revered general of your people. They honor you in every way possible. I’ll never live up to that legacy.”

      She smiled. “You don’t have to, because your contribution will far exceed anything I did.” She cupped my cheek.

      My restraint holding back tears weakened and one slipped through.

      Mother wiped it away with her thumb. “But you have to start thinking of them as your people. They see who you are. Who you can be. Even when you struggle to find it yourself, I am proud of you, Arianna. I always have been, and it didn’t stop when I left this realm.”

      Her words were everything I needed to hear to ease some of my fear, but believing the truth in them couldn’t absolve my guilt. “How? I’ve been so reckless. My heart rules my decisions when it should be strategy. I’m afraid of how I have to fight to control my magic. All those things make me unworthy of being a queen, much less a goddess.”

      I’d spoken my fears out loud, and there was no taking them back. My mother would see the weak daughter she had. She would regret pinning so much hope on me and realize I wasn’t good enough.

      She rubbed my upper arms. “All of those things are exactly why you are perfect. To live without fear or empathy is to be a dangerous ruler like Albert. Embrace all the parts of you, and you will be the leader you were meant to be.”

      My eyes burned, and dampness ran down my cheek. She was the first one to support me and was still supporting me even though we were separated by realms. “Thank you, Mother. I love you.”

      “I love you more.” She hugged me to her. “But it is time I go.”

      Grief rushed in as it so often did when I thought of losing her, and I faced it again. But I knew she was watching us, and I would do things, so she knew I hadn’t forgotten her. She’d been able to make this visit, so we’d have to figure out more times to do it when all of the family could be here. “Can you at least see Gemma before you go? Maybe meet Phina?”

      She held me tighter to her. “No, I’m afraid it’s not possible for me to travel.”

      “Then, I’ll bring them back here to see you.” I wrapped my arm around her as if she’d disappear if I let go.

      “I’m afraid that will not work either. Our souls aren’t meant to split the realms, and the window that opened to bring me here will close forever when I return.”

      My lungs ached as if they deflated. I took a breath but couldn’t get enough air. It was like her death all over again. “You can’t ask me to say goodbye to you a second time.”

      “It’s never been goodbye. We will see each other once more after you have lived a very long life.” She kissed my cheek. “You have so much living to do.”

      Comforted by knowing Mother would be waiting in the next realm for me, I accepted my full destiny. Whatever the outcome, I would fulfill the task that I was born to do. “I have to defeat my father.”

      “One day that will feel like another lifetime to you, and you will be happy.” Her tone held a hint of anguish but also hope. I chose to latch onto the hope—for her, for me, for our family, and for the realm.

      “I’m not going to put him in a plush prison where he can suck the life out of another fae. I will kill Albert.” Some of the rage I’d tried to carefully keep contained seeped out and heated the air around us. Making the declaration out loud made me feel stronger.

      Mother sighed. “That’s what I should have done, but King Veran was trying to save his son. I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same if it were you or Gemma.” She stepped back and placed a hand over my heart. Her eyes filled with love only a mother could have for her child. “But it wouldn’t have ever been either of you because you have love, not hate, in your heart.”

      Her form became translucent. She faded until there was nothing there except the garden in front of me. Then the garden did the same.

      My heart crumpled, though my body remained upright. I closed my eyes and let the tears flow. Goodbye, Mother. I sent my thoughts out across the realm, hoping that if she could see what was happening, she’d know I already missed her. Steadying myself and finding my center, I opened my eyes.

      Neala stood before me. Was it her? No, it had been Mother. She’d been in front of me and touched me.

      “Was your mother right?”

      My anger burned in my muscles, awaiting my command. What kind of cruel entity teased time with a fae’s dead loved one? “You are disgusting. Of all the cruel tricks a sprite could do, Neala, you used my mother and my memories of her against me. That is as sick and twisted as Albert commanding his sycophant to whip me in front of a gallery of vampire.”

      Neala tilted her head to the side. “There was no trick here, Arianna. Your mother chose to use her one return to the realm for you tonight.”

      A flicker of light flew from my finger as my hand found my chest. For the second time today, I struggled to find enough air to breathe. Mother had really been there. She could have gone to see Gemma or her granddaughter, but she chose me. The sprites had tricked her into the meeting. That had to be it. “Why would she help you with this awful game?”

      “It wasn’t me she was helping. It was you, so was she right?” She clasped her hands in front of her.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. If Mother came here for me, I’d regret her trip was spent with this wretched worthiness Neala dispensed. I didn’t know what Neala was asking, though, and Mother’s trip had to mean something beyond making me feel better to see her. “Which part specifically?”

      “Do you have love or hate in your heart?” She extended a hand toward me, and I stepped back out of her reach.

      My chest was cold, but I knew the answer. As much as I loved my mother, I hated my father with the same vigor. “Both.”
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      “I have both love and hate in my heart.”

      “That is the correct answer. Honesty with yourself will serve you well. You are ready for the next step in the path.” Neala brought a finger to my temple.

      I leaned back, but her finger elongated to meet my head.

      Haze once again filled the space around me. When it cleared, the sun shone bright in a clear blue sky, and I was in the middle of a field of tall grass. Though I didn’t know the expansive area, familiarity buzzed around me like the bees skipping from one wildflower to the next. A metallic scent that didn’t match the beauty assaulted my nostrils. Blood. In the last few weeks, I’d come to know that scent more intimately than I wanted, but the odor was without a doubt what I smelled.

      The blades of grass, easily as high as my waist, transitioned to yellow and brown before my eyes. They wilted and drooped to the ground. Crimson coated them and pooled around my feet. The sky darkened above me like a storm, not night.

      “What the fuck?” I stepped away from the blood only to find myself in a sea of red. Bodies materialized on the ground…so many dead fae in blue, black, and silver. Bile rose in my throat. Is this what was to come?

      Familiarity flicked through me like I should know where I was, but I’d never seen so many bloody corpses in one place. Even at the Moirai game, there had only been…I stopped myself mid-thought. No casualty of war should ever be remembered as only a number, whether that was great or small. Every sacrifice in war mattered.

      I squatted beside the dead soldier closest to me. He appeared to be about my age with bite marks on his head and arms. His upper canines extended slightly. Knowing what I knew about vampire venom from my own bite, he must have been in a lot of pain. The vampirism wasn’t what killed him. That right belonged to the gaping hole in his chest where his heart had been. Sorrow washed over me. This was someone’s son and maybe another fae’s lover or mate. “Thank you for giving your life for our realm.”

      When I stood and moved to the next body, a female fae, I noted how fierce the expression was on her beautiful face. She had no bite marks on her. A sword impaled through her mid-chest, the wound appeared almost self-inflicted. She lay with her head twisted toward the field. I gazed out to see the vastness of the bodies around me. I realized not only where I was but when. The Great War. I was in the past. In the two centuries between now and my birth, this would grow to be the Forgotten Forest. These were the bodies of the souls trapped in the land. Tears pooled in my eyes, and I didn’t stop them when they leaked from my eyes. As the liquid fell to the face of the fae warrior, it twinkled like starlight—almost like a golden unicorn tear but more translucent and shimmery. The fae gasped, and her body thrashed. I took a large step away, stumbling over a shield. White smoke expelled from her mouth. A shape formed in front of me. While I’d seen unicorn glamour and sprites turn from balls of light to fae forms, this magic left me in awe. The fae woman, in her ethereal form, smiled at me. She thrust her arms out to her sides as if calling to her army, and the same smoke from her mouth spread over the field until the bodies were covered as far as I could see. The smoke separated into individual threads until each one took form above a fallen fighter. Then they all took a knee and fisted where their hearts would have been if they were solid.

      Shock and amazement froze me in place. What was I witnessing? Was it all from my tear? The power of a goddess. Starlight represented life on one of the most basic levels, and Nyx’s blood restored stolen magic here in some form. They believed I was a goddess and awaited a command.

      “Rise,” I said to the spirit army. My voice carried out in a surprising boom. “You owe me nothing. I wasn’t born when you made your sacrifice, but I thank you and honor you for giving the most important thing you had to the kingdom—your lives.”

      As they rose, they watched the fae warrior in front of me. She was the last to rise and met my gaze with hauntingly gray-blue eyes. No fear to be found in her eyes, but then, what did she have left to be afraid of? She might have lived two centuries before me, but I would have liked her. I was sure of it.

      “I’m sorry you’re bound to this place. Is there a way I can release you from it?” I refused to wipe the tears away as they rolled down my face. Every soldier here deserved my tears—deserved to be mourned.

      “Daughter of General Daphina and Goddess of this realm, we owe you our souls. It is for you that we died and for you that we will return should you ever call.” She evaporated into mist, as did they all, and blew away on the wind.

      Fuck… I surveyed around, expecting them to materialize from smoke again, but nothing. They were gone—waiting on me to bid their return.

      Mother had said each soul only got one window to visit the realm, and I couldn’t imagine asking these warriors to do so when they’d missed centuries with their families because of Albert.

      “There will be a time when you call upon them, Arianna. They’ve been waiting to be freed.” Neala appeared beside me in the empty field.

      Surprised she didn’t whisk me away immediately, I wondered if I’d reached the end of the trial. I let out a slow breath. “Am I in the past? Does it change the future?”

      “No and no.”

      Shocked she didn’t answer in a riddle, I turned to face her. Her ageless face held sorrow as if the enormous responsibility of the souls weighed on her too. “Then why go through this?”

      “There is a plethora of reasons to intersect the past and future for you. Most importantly, you know how to resurrect an army that you will need to defeat Albert.”

      Using the souls who’d already perished at Albert’s hands once to end him two hundred years later seemed egregious to me. There had to be another way to set them free without asking for more of a sacrifice from them. “And the other reasons?”

      “Those will be revealed in time.”

      I nodded, expecting that answer, but it didn’t make her response any less frustrating. “And they will be free after I call them forward?”

      “With some help from another powerful fae.” A tinge of sadness crept over her features.

      She must mean Rain. No one else was as powerful as him. I wondered if time worked the same here as it did for us, because if it did, he’d have realized I was gone. My mate would unleash everything he had for me, and I worried he was getting frantic without me there.

      “For now, you passed this phase when you acknowledged the value of each individual life.”

      “Then what was the point of the rest of it—interacting with them?” I hated the way asking the question sounded. What I’d witnessed was a gift. If the souls could be freed, it had to be done. They’d been tied to the land they died on for what must feel like an eternity to them.

      She lifted a shoulder. “You’ll need to look inside yourself for that answer. It was not part of the test.”

      Before I could ask another question, she tapped my temple like before. Haze filled in around me once again, and I had a sense of being hurtled through the air in a way very much like vanyshening, only not as pleasant. The blur shrouded my surroundings, and the direction I traveled was completely obscured. Darkness enveloped me, but not like in Nyx’s realm. The pitch-black path made my stomach tighten with dread.
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