
  
  
      
        
          Of Heart and Stone

          
		      
          Jesikah Sundin

        

        
          
          Forest Tales Publishing

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2022 by Jesikah Sundin 
Ebook: 978-1-954694-07-1
Print: 978-1-954694-08-8
Audiobook: All retailers + library
Signed Copies: Etsy Shop

Forest Tales Publishing, LLC
PO Box 84
Monroe, WA 98272 
jesikahsundin@gmail.com 
www.jesikahsundin.com 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—for example: electronic, mechanic, photocopy, recording or otherwise—without the prior written consent of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.
Also, please remember that this book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Synopsis
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dear Reader
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        More Books
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map: Kingdom of Ealdspell
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map: the Realm of Clifstán 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Hidden Letter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Opening Quote
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        PROLOGUE ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        PROLOGUE TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Quote 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        CHAPTER ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        CHAPTER TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        CHAPTER THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        CHAPTER FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        CHAPTER FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Quote 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        CHAPTER SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        CHAPTER SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        CHAPTER NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        CHAPTER TEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Quote 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        CHAPTER ELEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        CHAPTER TWELVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        CHAPTER FOURTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        CHAPTER FIFTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Quote 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        CHAPTER NINETEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Quote 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Quote 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Quote 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Ending Quote
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Florian and Eirwen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Historical Notes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Cast of Characters
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Mining Terms
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Glossary of Ealdspell Terms
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        More Books by Jesikah Sundin
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Synopsis


She has a heart of stone. 
A heart he is fated by the faeries to break.

Eirwen Blackvein grew up in a mining camp at the edge of the map. A perfect place to hide an elven princess destined to destroy a queen and save a kingdom at war, as foretold in a seer's magic mirror. Except, Eirwen doesn't know she is the lost princess. Only that she was found as a newborn with her heart carved out. And why she now possesses a heart of stone in her chest.

A heart made from the black stone she mines to power weapons for her realm's king.

The same enchanted stone coveted by a neighboring queen to destroy an entire kingdom.

Eirwen's only desire is to protect her workers. Even if it means kidnapping Lieutenant Prince Florian Halivaard, the youngest son of a warmongering king she discovers half-dead outside of the Dark Forest.

With monarchs from different kingdoms willing to kill for her heart's magic, Eirwen finds herself at the center of a losing battle. Her only chance to protect those she loves and defend her kingdom is to trust her enemy—a prince with haunting silver eyes fated by the faeries to one day meet a heart of stone.

A heart he will break.


✨ OF HEART AND STONE ✨ is a new adult fae fantasy spin on the romantic tale of Snow White, blending faerie magic and pagan ritual with a 1930s-1940s wartime inspired setting.

Guaranteed to please readers who love: 
	angsty romance

	enemies-to-lovers

	medium-burn romances

	fated mates

	he falls first

	Norse and WWII inspired prince

	strudels

	found family

	snarky cats






STANDALONE in a connected series / shared world.
Books can be read in any order.
Guaranteed happily ever after 







  
  Dear Reader

[image: ]
Welcome to the Kingdom of Ealdspell


Welcome to Ealdspell, a kingdom of standalone stories as old as time. A faerie kingdom hidden deep within a Druid’s sacred oak tree, on a mere leaf. 
And welcome to OF HEART AND STONE, my new adult Snow White Norse and German myth retelling set in a 1930s-1940s-esque world with WWII-vibes.  

A quick CONTENT WARNINGS heads up: OF HEART AND STONE is a dark-around-the-edges WWII-inspired war setting with a dark forest containing monsters and, so, do expect medium violence and descriptions of underworld and undead creatures. The prince also comes from a toxic, abusive family who mocks the prince for his perceived "feminine" interests and also contains mild and brief on page references to the MMC being conceived by sexual assault (nothing graphic is discussed) and brief on page flashbacks of child abuse. Additionally, there is an on-page memory of when a fox was shot (chapter 15). 

While I do craft any and all descriptions as mildly and non-gratuitously as possible, please put your mental health needs first.

Also, in case you were curious . . . the realms within Ealdspell each feature a completely different era in history with dystopian feels and technology. They’re also entirely influenced by Ireland, Scotland, Wales, England, Iceland, Norway, France, and Germany, the faerie tale lands of yore. And why some names and words may seem strange. I love Celtic, Anglo-Saxon, and Norse/Germanic names. *happy sighs*
 
While reading OF HEART AND STONE, if you’re unsure of how to pronounce a word or what a word may mean, merrily skip to the end of the book and enjoy the:

Glossary of Ealdspell Terms
Cast of Characters
Mining Terms


Though, here’s a quick odd-pronunciation list (and some definitions) for this story:

 Aethelbert – Eh-thel-bert
 Aurelienne – Oo-rell-ee-ehn
 Clifstán – Cliff-stawn 
 Dalbréath – Dal-bray-ith
 Dúnælven – Dune-al-ven
 Dvalinn – Div-viol-en
 Ealdspell – Awld-spell
 Éireanna – Air-ran-uh
 Eirwen – Air-wen
 Florian – Flow-ree-aan
 Mælfallyn – Male-fall-lyn
 Rothlín – Roth-leen
 Sluagh - Slew-ah  
 Aeldrith – Eld-frith
 
The rest should be easier to figure out. And, if not *gestures to Glossary of Ealdspell terms*


A few Faerie Magic Technology terms too


RUNIC TECHNOLOGY: The Earthen computer technology system the High Druid blended with elemental faerie magic (read Hidden Letter). 

RUNE WHISPERER: A faerie who can control another’s bioelectric signal with runic verbal commands. It’s the cyberpunk version of a faerie glamouring a mortal.  

 

A few other goodies at the end of the book:
 Historical Notes
 More Books by Yours Truly
 Etsy Shop

And lastly, if you enjoy audiobooks then you will LOVE the narration for OF HEART AND STONE. Olivia King wove together a Trans-Atlantic accent for the FMC and mining camps with the British, Irish, Scottish, and Welsh accents of other supporting characters for a truly magical reading of my story. You will LOVE it! 
Grab your favorite drink and snack, put up your feet, and enjoy this gritty spin on the romantic tale of Snow White. A story woven with faerie magic, pagan ritual, and WWII technology . . .  

Happy reading!  
Jesikah Sundin






  
  More Books

[image: ]
Interconnected Standalones



[image: ]



OF DREAMS AND SHADOWS

 Her life is a dream.
His is a nightmare.

Aroreh lives in a dream created by a powerful faerie technology and sees only a prospering realm, not the overworked suffering of her people. But when a shadow walking faerie prince awakens her from the illusions, her magic could change everything . . . 
 




[image: ]


OF THORNS AND CURSES

 She was cursed at birth to marry him.
 He is cursed to never know her love.

Trapped in a chateau with a man who is half-monster by daylight, full-monster by moonlight, Rhoslyn fears there is no escape. But when a beautiful man appears in her dreams declaring that he, too, is a prisoner, Rhoslyn knows she must revolutionize more than a realm on the brink of civil war if she is to break their curse and set them free.






  
  Dedication
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  To all the men who bake cookies and grow flowers.  

And to the women who engineer machines and fix engines.  
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  Hidden Letter

[image: ]
Rònan Ó Macbeatha


Day 17 of Fómhar, Year 634 K.E.     
Iyearn for the days of Éireanna. But I fear I made a grave, irreversible mistake. 

Dear reader, whomever finds these words, please listen carefully. I am no mere faerie. Nor is this a riddled tale I spin for my amusement.


My True Name is Rònan Ó Conell Gwdd Twrh Macbeatha, a druid from the faerie line of Maebh and the human kings of Éireanna. Perhaps I am reckless in writing down my True Name for anyone to find. But I am already a prisoner of Mælfallyn, the Queen of the Underworld, Queen of the Malfae, master shapeshifter and spell weaver. She alone now determines my fate. A fate to blend my druidic lineage and runic technology with her elemental magic to create a faerie more powerful than she or I. This child will assuredly be weaponized to bend Ealdspell to her will. And since I have refused Mælfallyn’s hand in marriage, it is only a matter of time before I am rune spelled to become her king consort. 
There is no more of my kind. Before I created the Kingdom of Ealdspell, I was not only a prince but the last druid of Éireanna. The order of druids is no more. Still, do not forget the land of our ancestors. For we still belong to this faerie realm on Earth. Ealdspell is simply a world within this world. 
The land of humans is a polluted wasteland filled with warring machines. Nanotechnology is in everything—the air, the water, the trees, the people. These machines eventually seeped into Éireanna and poisoned faerie minds until many went mad. I needed to keep safe those who were not yet sickened. I needed to protect what was left of our sacred lands. For if Éireanna falls, then all of Earth will fall too. And we need Earth just as much as Earth needs us. We are joined strands in an endless knot.
Rather than fight this cursed iron that our systems were slowly becoming dependent on, I wove the language of circuitry and machines with fae elemental magic. Then I used this runic technology to not only create Ealdspell, but to sustain it. I entrusted the Heart and Soul of Ealdspell with the Faerondarl twins of the Dúnælven, Gedlen Fate Maker and Gellynor Death Talker. They alone know where I have hidden the Kingdom of Ealdspell and her beating Heart.

Or so I thought. 

I made a terrible mistake. A decision I can never take back. One Mælfallyn will never let me forget nor forgive. And so, I await my fate.
Forgive me, dear reader. I tried to protect faerie kind, but I have failed. 
Burn this note, but do not forget my True Name. Stop Mælfallyn, even if it means you must kill me. I spell wove a Dara knot—the oak tree knot—to appear at the nape of Milfae royalty. These are the only faeries you can trust in Ealdspell. 
The Malfae found my hidden kingdom, they now live among us, and they brought their poisons with them.
     Rònan, High Druid and Prince of Éireanna and Ealdspell  







  
    Toxic masculinity is what can come of teaching boys that they can’t express emotion openly; that they have to be “tough all the time”; that anything other than that makes them “feminine” or weak.  

   Maya Salam 








  
  PROLOGUE ONE

[image: ]
The Girl and the Mirror


THE GIRL LEAPT over a large fern and grabbed a low-hanging limb. The oak tree’s bark dug into her palms, but she didn’t mind. Swinging her legs back and then forward, her graceful momentum carried her over a fallen log. Then she was running again, over leaf-littered ground, around remnant snowbanks from winter past, and by prickly fir boughs. 
 “There she is!” a familiar voice shouted from behind.
 The girl peered over her shoulder and stuck out her tongue.
 Mogrik and Lufric, identical twin brothers from the dwarven mines and her foster brothers, had nearly caught up to her. Which she couldn’t allow, or she would lose her bet. Losing meant boys ran faster than girls. Which wasn’t true. But it also meant scrubbing mineral residue off various mining tools for an entire week—practically an eternity to her ten-year-old sensibilities.
 And she loathed doing Mogrik’s and Lufric’s chores.
 Her rough-spun skirt snagged on a protruding limb. She yanked and tugged, cursing under her breath. Girls could run faster than boys if they weren’t required to wear ridiculous layers of fabric. Boys wore britches. They could walk around shirtless, too, and nobody scolded them for revealing too much skin. It was entirely unfair.
 As the only elven child at South Camp, life was constantly unfair.
 The twins were nearly upon her. A muscle twitched in her jaw, her body rigid with rage. She would not lose this bet. She would reach the fishing creek before the brothers and prove that girls were just as capable and resourceful as boys. Perhaps more so. After all, they weren’t running a race in a skirt.
 A spark of electricity fired from her chest and zipped down her arms. Her breath seized. The girl placed a dirt-smudged hand over her stone heart—a heart made from brennanite, a rare mineral found only in the mountains and foothills of Clifstán.
 Magic shivered through her body in an icy rush. Someone was using her heart. Her crystal organ was always a willing conduit for faeries looking to amplify their own magic. But wintering was a feeling she loathed more than losing to the twins or doing extra chores. And an experience she didn’t encounter often. Who was making snowflakes drift in her veins? She could feel the frosty bite of going pale, her skin now as cold as a silvered moon, the air moving over her body akin to the harsh, burning white of a winter’s storm.
 Still, she ran, teeth bared and eyes narrowed.
 Nothing would slow her down, not even the unexpected presence of magic. Though perhaps she should fear what it meant. The Dvalinn fae—dwarves—didn’t possess the kind of magic that affected her.
 The girl jumped over a rock and ducked beneath a needled bough. A pine cone hooked onto strands of her loose hair, snapping her back a step.
 “Really?” she huffed at the sky. “Are you gods not amused yet?”
 Two days prior, in a fit of rage, she had unintentionally raised a squirrel army from the dead. She should have put the poor animals back to rest in the ground where they belonged. Instead, she ordered them to chase Vinzel Ironhand into the forest for saying that girls were too dumb to tinker with small engines. Sometimes magic pulsed through her in overwhelming currents she didn’t know how to contain, often brought on by strong emotions. A magic different than when her heart wintered by a faerie. How is it she could raise animals from the dead? There was an electric energy to this ability. One that frightened the girl, though she would never tell anyone. If the boys thought her weak, she would be reduced to domestic chores for a lifetime. And the girl loved to work with machines and gadgets.
 Mama scolded her before Mo and Lu, after forcing her to apologize to Vin. Then she made the girl scrub laundry to work out her anger for the remainder of the day.
 Life was entirely unfair.
 Footsteps thundered behind her. The offending cone pricked her fingers as she ripped it from her hair, spun in the mud and leaves, and threw it at the twins.
 The pine cone pegged Mogrik right between the eyes.
 Lu laughed, unaware of the anger seething from her glacial stare.
 Mo’s lips twisted into a rascally grin right before he shoved his brother into a thick huckleberry bush.
 “I didn’t hit you!” Lu shouted.
 Mo rolled his eyes. “Who’s laughing now, baby brother?”
 “Baby?” Lu jumped to his feet, fists clenched at his sides. “I’m not even a full candlemark younger than you!”
 Slowly, the girl crept backward, careful not to make a sound. The Dvalinn were known for their tempers, the twins especially. Though no one in the South Camp could rival her temperament.
 Another wave of magic vibrated through her. She clutched her chest. Shaky breaths fluttered past her clenched teeth and froze the air before her face. She scanned the forest in search of the faerie who used her cold, raven-stone heart for their spell weaving. Where were they? Was Dalbréath, her elven foster brother, playing a trick on her again? Leaves rustled above her head. The ferns waved their fronds in reply. A strange melody, like a soft lullaby, sang on the breeze. Swirling around her. Nudging her toward a deer path.
 The girl wiped her nose with the sleeve of her muddy dress. Then, tiptoeing through the wild grass, taking care to muffle the leaves beneath each booted step, she eased onto the narrow path. Once she disappeared behind a large oak, she was off again. Too desperate to prove that girls were just as capable as boys to be bothered by a magical lullaby.
 The sun-dappled forest became a blur of green and gold. Underbrush reached for her clothes as she ran past, but she angled her body effortlessly despite the uneven ground. The babble of rushing water joined the rustling leaves, just ahead. A giggle escaped her panging chest. The fishing creek was nearby. She would win.
 Her elation, however, was short-lived.
 And her face pinched back into her trademark scowl.
 The deer trail tapered off into thick huckleberry bushes and brambles. Cursing the twins once more, she pushed through the thicket—
 The girl drew up sharply.
 An extraordinarily large rock covered in moss, ferns, and patches of snow swallowed up her vision. Where did this boulder come from? Surely, she knew every boulder and crag in Sorengaard Wood.
 Magic swirled around her, insistent, inviting. Even stranger than the unexpected rock was how the pain in her chest eased while warmth tingled down her limbs. The race was now all but forgotten.
 Curious, the girl crept forward, her eyes darting between shadows and trees. On the other side of the rock sat a dilapidated cottage. The lulling melody seemed to seep from the rotting, timbered walls, and the magic’s pull drew her forward.
 Her fingers trailed over the decaying hewn logs. Had this cottage always been here? The girl cupped her eyes and pressed her nose to a dusty latticed window. Inside was dark—too dark to make out any objects. And unnaturally quiet too. Squaring her shoulders, she lifted her chin a notch and braved her way to the door. A current of warm magic tingled up her arm when her fingers curled around the iron ring and pushed. The door creaked open without much resistance, as if someone were waiting for her. The girl swallowed back her rising fear and checked over her shoulder for any movement. Around her, the forest was quiet. Worrying her bottom lip, the girl stepped into the interior shadows.
 Silky cobwebs fluttered as she passed. Thick dust covered the floor and a small table. A broken chair rested against the far wall beside a stone hearth, the coals long cold. In a nearby corner, a large linen-draped object caught her eye. The girl tilted her head and blinked. Glittering gold peeked out from the lower edge of the moth-eaten cloth. Not one speck of dust had collected on the protruding object. Strange, but too wondrous to ignore. Worrying her bottom lip again, she tiptoed forward and pulled the cloth away.
 Magic rushed through her body in waves of sunlit warmth. The old cloth fell to the ground and landed in a hushed thud by her feet, but she barely registered the sound. A mirror of sorts, made entirely of polished gold, leaned against the rotting wood, untouched by time. Or what she thought was a mirror, for there was no silvered glass. She had seen many precious gems and ores in her life, but never had she seen a mirror made of pure gold, nor one that hummed a melodious lullaby.
 Her muted reflection gave her pause. Was she really as disheveled as the warped image suggested? The girl considered the dirt under her nails, then shrugged.
 “Eirwen?” Dalbrenna, her elven foster mother, called in the distance.
 The girl scowled over her shoulder. Her foster mother would scold her endlessly for abandoning her midday chores, and probably pile on more as punishment. In addition to whatever Mama Blackvein, her dwarven foster mother, doled out as punishment too.
 Dalbrenna hollered for her once again, this time more persistent.
 Resigned, Eirwen twisted toward the door and shouted, “Coming!”
 “Eirwen? Where are you?”
 The race! She had forgotten all about the race, the very reason she had left the mines in a flurry of annoyance. Mo and Lu were probably at the fishing creek, waiting to goad her on how boys are indeed faster than girls. And winter skies above, she was going to be in so much trouble. Should she even let her foster mother find her?
 “Eirwen!”
 Well, if she was going to lose the race, be chastised, and do extra chores, she might as well enjoy her discovered treasure a while longer. Plus, she was covered in mud. Her foster mother would probably demand a good scrubbing too. Eirwen grimaced.
 She considered the golden mirror once more and reached out with a single finger to caress the gilded surface.
 Heat sparked up her arm and grasped her heart in fiery ribbons.
 Then light burst from the mirror and forced her back several steps.
 She started to scream. The pain in her chest was unbearable.
 “Eirwen!”
 The light dissolved into images.
 A mother holding a newborn baby in a spacious room with a blizzard gusting in from a broken window. Anger and disgust flashing across a majestic woman’s face—the most beautiful woman Eirwen had ever seen. Was she a queen?
 The images flashed on.
 An elderly dwarven woman taking a squalling baby—the same baby—from the beautiful woman’s arms. Sobbing nurses. The queenly woman handing a knife made from brennanite to an elf with golden-brown hair twisted into a knot and decorated with cherry blossoms. A cloaked shadow raising the same knife above a small bundle in unfamiliar woods. Elves fighting. Swords clashing. The baby curled inside a frost-tipped fern with fronds for blankets. A toddler with raven-black hair and snowflake-white skin throwing rocks at a mine cart. A girl running through the woods with two dwarven brothers. A female feeling the mine walls for brennanite. A bloodied man in a military uniform leaning on a well, with light blond hair and silver-gray eyes. A young woman in miner’s clothing yelling at the same blond-haired man in South Camp. A coffin made of brennanite—
 “Eirwen!”
 “Tragic and Grand, that’s enough.” The images in the mirror winked out. “You better answer your mother, Princess.”
 Eirwen stumbled back a startled step. Her gaze snapped to an old dwarven woman with long, white hair that reached the floor. Wrinkled grooves lined her face, but her eyes were bright and somehow youthful.
 “I didn’t know someone lived here,” Eirwen stammered. Then she lifted her chin. “Who are you, anyway?” The bleating pain in her heart had eased when the light transformed into images, but the faint lullaby still echoed in her ears.
 The old Dvalinn crone smiled. “Most people call me the Korrigan.”
 “The Grandmother . . .” Eirwen’s mouth parted as her eyes widened. “I’ve heard of you.”
 “Of course you have, Princess.”
 “Princess?” Eirwen snorted. “Hardly.”
 “Hurry along now.”
 Eirwen replied with a curt nod, swiveled on her heel, and marched toward the door. She grabbed the rusted iron handle and paused. Warmth tingled up her arm in soothing waves.
 “Who is she?” Eirwen asked. “The babe in the mirror?”
 She turned to look at the Korrigan and gasped. The cottage was gone. She whipped her gaze back toward the door and gaped. Her hand grasped nothing but air.
 “There you are!” Dalbrenna huffed. “Did you hear me holler for you?”
 “I think everyone did, Mother.”
 “Then why did you not—” Dalbrenna drew in a breath and released it slowly. “We will talk about this later. You have a visitor, lass.”
 Eirwen stilled. “A visitor, for me?”
 “Aye, Gedlen Fate Maker of the Dúnælven. Come along, child.” Dalbrenna wrinkled her nose. “No time to clean up. Sometimes Eirwen Fionn Blackvein, I wonder if you even understand the meaning of ‘bathing’ or that new clothing should last longer than a week . . .”
 Her foster mother chattered on, but Eirwen stopped listening. This day was, perhaps, the worst day of her entire life. How would Mo and Lu take her seriously now? And where did that cottage go? And who was Gedlen Fate Maker? There were far too many questions. She wanted to ask Dalbrenna, but her foster mother’s clipped tone warned her otherwise. She was already in enough trouble.
 The girl stomped behind the tall elf, a scowl on her face, dirt under her nails, her dress ripped and covered in mud. As her mind replayed the images of the babe in the mirror, she could not help but wonder why the beautiful woman could possibly want the child killed.
 It would be eight harsh winters before she finally understood.  






  
  PROLOGUE TWO
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The Hag and the Mirror


MÆLFALLYN LIMPED ACROSS slippery, decomposing leaves, over tree roots and logs, toward the river’s edge. A limb snagged a hole on her flimsy dress, snapping her back a few steps. The fabric of her skirt ripped with the momentum, and she landed on her arse with a rattling clack of her teeth. Damp earth seeped in through the threadbare clothes clinging to her spindly frame. She hissed out a slow breath while watching a pill bug crawl over her hand. A wicked smile curled her lips, right before she picked up the pill bug and squished the insect between her fingers, cackling as she did so. Exactly what she planned to do to Gedlen Fate Maker. 
 Anger simmered low in her belly.
 With a growl, she shoved off the ground to stand on weak legs.
 A fortnight prior, before her daughter Aroreh betrayed her, she had ruled the industrious realm of Rothlín from a throne she had stolen two decades prior. The disgusting humans of that intolerable, factory-filled cesspool never knew what had happened to their real Queen Líeh Rosen. It was easy to blind Líeh’s subjects to Mælfallyn’s version of reality and bend each man, woman, and child to her will. So much so, they didn’t demand to know the father of her children despite the real queen’s husband’s body rotting in the catacombs. They believed Mælfallyn’s children—under the guise of Queen Líeh—were magical, created by the goddess Aisling to usher in a New Dawn Era.
 A wheezy laugh pressed from Mælfallyn’s chest.
 The real queen had lost her childhood lover to a hunting accident on Clifstán’s border a month prior and was too grief stricken to think better than to make wishes in wells. But a wish she had made on that late fall day. A wish to see her husband again. She would give up anything too. Water was too restless to keep secrets and possessed an extraordinary memory. Mælfallyn could recall with clarity the sharpness of her raven stone blade, her ceremonial bowls overflowing with blood.
 Blood rich in nanotechnology from Éireanna and the Earth beyond.
 The young queen reunited with her husband in the Otherworld and Mælfallyn simply shifted into her likeness and seized the throne.
 The fool. Queen Líeh was only part of a larger effort to bring the Malfae back into power after centuries of hiding in fear. After centuries of enduring banishment to the Underworld. The plan had worked seamlessly and would have continued if not for Gedlen Fate Maker.
 The elf who slaughtered her people.
 The elf who held Rònan Ó Macbea’s heart, her lover.
 Rònan, the High Druid and prince of Éireanna who ordered the attack on Malfae kind, was becoming less useful to her. Each child she bore him dangerous. But none so dangerous as Eirwen.
 Whispers of a Black Witch were rustling through the mining camps of Clifstán. Even she had heard tale of this infamous miner’s darling while enthroned in Rothlín. Hair as black as the purest brennanite, dark, fathomless eyes, pale skin, and blood-red lips. And she knew. Her daughter lived. A child more powerful than any other born to fae or druid.
 At the river’s edge, Mælfallyn cursed at the hag’s reflection in the water. Without magic, she was mere dust and bones. Muttering another curse, she cupped her hand and drank the cool water heartily. A soft stirring in the air swirled around her. She stilled, like a deer in a hunter’s sights. Magic pulsed nearby. Hopefully the very magic she sought. Water dribbled from her chin and she wiped away the droplets with the sleeve of her dress.
 For two weeks, she had traveled the outskirts of The Wilds undetected from Dúnælven hunters, pushing herself forward without much food or water, and all to reach a particular mountain within the Seven Jeweled Hills. If her information was still correct, the fourth hill was where she would find the Korrigan. As well as the Korrigan’s cursed twins, Tragic and Grand, who were doomed to eternity inside the dwarven seer’s gilded mirror. It was this very mirror Mælfallyn sought. She needed to know if Eirwen lived and, if so, where she would find this Black Witch.
 And kill her.
 Or use Eirwen to kill her younger sister Aroreh and her pathetic halfling consort, King Félip Batten McKinley of the Elf Killers. “Félip . . .” His name rotted on her tongue. He had destroyed the runic technology she used to control Rothlín. He had poisoned her daughter’s mind to think for herself. And then Aroreh betrayed her.
 She would have them both killed.
 But first she needed to cut the Korrigan’s throat and drink in her magic, then steal her golden mirror. King Aelfred of Clifstán knew Mælfallyn only as the former Queen of Rothlín, Líeh Rosen, and as the enchantress Lorelei, also called The Lady—the former an old Clifstánian folktale Mælfallyn had brought to life. A tale about a mortal woman who mourned the loss of her dwarven lover by throwing herself to the waves from High Rock on Clifstán’s shores, then reborn with magic. A benevolent enchantress the King of Clifstán owed a life debt to for spell weaving his captive bride’s barren womb to sire him no more than four sons, and no less than two.
 He had four sons. His youngest now a man.
 Mælfallyn would kill each son before Aelfred’s eyes—sacrificing them oldest to youngest—one for each month he failed to meet her ore demands. She was building an army of soldiers more terrifying than the sluagh to march on Dúnælven. And only brennanite had the potential to pulse a living beat strong enough to reanimate the dead. An electric pulse so strong, Mælfallyn gathered this was how Rònan powered and protected his precious kingdom. The kingdom he believed to have cleverly hidden away on a leaf.
 But it was this very heartbeat that drew Mælfallyn to Rònan’s sacred oak.
 The Heart of Ealdspell, the dwarves had shared with Lorelei in exchange for forbidden wishes made in wells.
 And the very stone that perhaps enabled their daughter to still live.
 Faerie laws governed that only a heart willingly given could retain its magic. She would need to convince her daughter somehow to sacrifice the druid stone in her chest. A smile curled the corners of her mouth. There was really only one way to motivate a girl to give away her heart. And she knew just the soul.
 Mælfallyn drank another cupful of water and turned toward the swirling magic in the dark wood behind her.
 Eirwen shouldn’t have survived.
 The Korrigan prophesied a dark future for the black-haired baby and an even darker future for her mother. An end of an era. Mælfallyn remembered laughing at the long-haired dwarf. Eirwen, carrying the heartbeat of Ealdspell? At the cost of Mælfallyn’s own? There was only one solution: her child would lose her heart first. And lose her heart she did. Of that Mælfallyn didn’t question. Her rune shifting magic confirmed the small beating organ in the palm of her hand had once belonged to the first child she and Rònan conceived.
 Eirwen still looked like Rònan, if the Black Witch’s description were to be believed.
 Mælfallyn spat a curse at her lover.
 The week before Eirwen’s birth, she allowed Rònan to wake from the runic spell he was under—a spell that was her first predecessor to The Dream. If she could control the mind of a High Druid, she could control an entire realm and eventually all Ealdspell. And she had come close to achieving the latter.
 Once his mind awakened, Rònan’s fury rippled through the stones and the weather crackled along his fingertips. A druid’s vengeance was not something to provoke. But her revenge was stronger. She would see him suffer for what he ordered Gedlen Fate Maker to do. And bearing him children who would destroy everyone he held dear was only the beginning of Mælfallyn’s plan.
 Rònan was beautiful when angry. But when furious? She never knew a male could be so exciting as he. Every so often she would lift the glamour out of boredom, or spite. Often both. Simply to toy with his mind. His power and hers were meant to entangle together. Causing him pain brought her the deepest delight. And so, three days before Eirwen’s birth, she lifted the spell and told him exactly how she would use his child against him, wanting to see the horror grow in his gaze before she glamoured his mind into a seduction—to find everything she did desirable, even weaponizing their children against him.
 But she didn’t glamour him fast enough.
 Grief, raw and furious, burst from him in a cosmic explosion of thunder, lightning, earthquakes, and floods. He spoke of Mælfallyn’s cold heart. And as he spoke, it began to snow.
 A blizzard unlike any roared across Ealdspell on the coldest wind Mælfallyn had ever known. A tearing, destructive wind that froze the world around her to ash. An entire realm, people, livestock . . . so much dusted.
 Eirwen was born to the Cold Winds on the twenty-first day of Geimhreadh—The Long Night of Winter—to her father’s tortured grief, cradled by the burning frost and endless flurries. Winter was in her veins. Mælfallyn felt her daughter’s magic the moment she released her first cry and watched as snowflakes drifted within her quivering breath. Ebony hair as black as raven stone, eyes like burning coals—dark and intense—her skin the palest moon in a midnight sky, with lips the deep red of spilled blood. The elven druidess in her arms strongly resembled her father, Rònan. Disgusted, she thrust the abomination she bore into the waiting arms of her maidservants.
 Ten days later, after the Cold Winds had passed, Mælfallyn crushed Eirwen’s heart in the palm of her hand before Rònan while he sobbed and begged to have mercy on their innocent child. She would never forget his scream while their daughter’s beating heart bled through her fingers. She laughed at his pain and laughed harder when she glamoured his mind until his tears turned to smiles, until he forgot about their first child, and until his eyes trailed after her every movement with a form of worship that rippled through her body.
 


IT TOOK ANOTHER two weeks to find the Korrigan. Only minutes to slay the creature and drink her blood. Magic glittered in Mælfallyn’s veins and rejuvenated her body. She would need more kills to fully replenish the magic lost.
 But, right now, she couldn’t stop laughing. The seer’s mirror was entirely hers, the cursed twins now bound to her command.
 “Mirror, mirror,” Mælfallyn murmured to the shimmering gold. “Tragic and Grand. Whose beauty holds the heartbeat of this land?”
 Your beauty is legendary, queen, Tragic and Grand said in twin voices. But there is one more beautiful than you. Over the Seven Jeweled Hills, beyond the seventh wall in the village of the seven dwarves, dwells Eirwen Fionn Ó Macbea, whose beauty holds the heartbeat of this land.
 Her daughter lived—though, not for long.
 Mælfallyn pulled the brennanite dagger from the Korrigan’s chest and grinned.
 The only heartbeat Ealdspell would ever know was hers.  






  
  Quote 1
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Snow White


Once upon a time in the middle of winter, when the flakes of snow were falling like feathers from the sky . . . a queen had a little daughter . . .       From that hour, whenever she looked at Snow White, her heart heaved in her breast, she hated the girl so much.



From that hour, whenever she looked at Snow White, her heart heaved in her breast, she hated the girl so much. 
 


The poor child was now all alone in the great forest, and she was so afraid that she just looked at all the leaves on the trees and did not know what to do. Then she began to run. She ran over sharp stones and through thorns, and wild animals jumped at her . . . She ran as far as her feet could carry her.  


      [image: ]“Snow White,” Grimms’ Fairy Tales, The Brothers Grimm, 1854  







  
  CHAPTER ONE
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Florian Halivaard


ADISH SHATTERED on the cobblestone floor of the fortress’s kitchens, followed by Cook’s booming voice. Florian tilted his head to peer behind his shoulder. Rich, red broth splattered over a nearby workstation. A few droplets reached the white linen of his sleeve and he watched in fascination as the stain bloomed and spread, as if blood marked. A shiver clawed down his spine despite the sweat dewing his forehead. 
 Barefoot scullery and kitchen maids in threadbare dresses flurried by where he knelt by one of twelve cast iron stoves. A young female cried in the corner and held a cool cloth to her burned hand while hot, bubbling liquid pooled around her feet. Beneath his lowered lashes, he slid her a soft look and dipped his head, then turned back to his task. He would not tell the king of how his favorite stew now coated the stones he ruled.
 Stones soaked in the blood of innocents.
 Florian rubbed the shiny scars on his hands, where his own skin had seared on the hot iron more than once.
 These finicky old machines were archaic relics compared to the more modern mech robots employed in his father’s armies. Some even powered by biodiesel combustion engines over the still largely used steam variety. But the Dvalinn fae servants preferred the old ways. There was magic in the earth, they would say. There was magic in the food too. A magic that preferred the heat of iron and wood fire and the agile skills of women who have cooked before such gothic ovens for hundreds of years.
 He was not a woman. Nor did he believe in magic.
 But the Dvalinn fae, also called dwarves, were forged from the flesh and blood of the First Dragon. Elves who were believed to have come from Svartalfheim, an underground labyrinth beneath Irminsul, the Eternal Green Ash in Dreglind. An entire city beneath the mountains made entirely of brennanite, where no one died. Not even the mortals of Ealdspell. Raven stone could even bring the dead back to life, as the story goes, as it, too, was forged from the First Dragon’s blood. Why the people of Clifstán called it raven stone instead of dragon stone never made sense.
 Florian knew the origin tale was utter nonsense. As were most dwarven stories.
 Brennanite had yet to bring a mortal’s life back from the grave. And Irminsul was burned to ash when his great-grandfather, the husband of Dreglind’s last Empress, fled to Clifstán during the War of Winds and dethroned the Dvalinn King. The old gods didn’t protect the dwarves then. And they didn’t protect them now.
 With a cloth, Florian opened the cast iron stove before him. Cinnamon wrapped around him first, followed by rich, browning butter. Yet, despite these tantalizing aromas, the cookies remained undercooked. Sweat now dripped down his forehead and into his eyes. Winter gods above, it was hot in the kitchens. One would think the collective heat alone would be enough to stabilize the oven’s fluctuating temperature.
 Florian grabbed fresh wood from the kindling basket and stuffed the small log into the firebox. Flames licked up the sides of the iron walls and warmed his skin. Not even a minute later, the oatmeal spice cookies began toasting to a lovely golden-brown hue. A rare smile wanted to tease the corners of his mouth. But he steeled his features. Tomorrow was his mother’s birthday. She could never resist his baked goods, as poorly as they may be compared to the dwarves’ confections.
 “How do they look, princeling?”
 Alda leaned over his shoulder and Florian shifted to better see the dwarven cook. “Perhaps my best batch yet.”
 The older female touched a flour-dusted finger to his nose, an endearment since he was lad. Nearby young maids giggled, and his jaw clenched. “The silly girls find happiness in yer handsome eyes.” She touched his nose again and said, “Don’t let it go to yer head, princeling.” before waddling away toward the kitchen help. “Quit yer gawk’n and start chopping, missies.”
 Despite Alda’s attempt at kindness, he knew better. His Eyes of Ice were not the subject of their humor. No matter how many times Florian visited the kitchens to bake during his time off, the servants watched in both horror and amusement. His father, however, loathed the youngest son he sired, who preferred the work of lowborn maids rather than the blood, death, and sweat of soldiers in an endless war to keep dwarves enslaved and other realms on their knees, pleading for Clifstán’s great mercy. Still, Florian remained a lieutenant over a platoon of infantry scouts in his father’s great army. And today was his once-a-week personal leave, an allowance given to all officers.
 The same kitchen maids nearby whispered into each other’s ears and hid giggles behind their hands. A flush crept up his neck and face, but he pretended to not notice or care. He was good at pretending to be impervious to the weaponized words his older brothers continually shot his way.
 Florian, stop wasting lead with your girlish aim.
 Florian should join the womenfolk from the sidelines and make flower crowns for the heroes.
 Flower boy, you’ll get us all killed with your maidenly hobbies.
 As if being the youngest of esteemed warriors was hard enough, his mother had named him “flower” in Aurelienne, her native tongue. Had his father been home during his birth instead of campaigning in the Spired Hills, Florian might have been christened with a more “manly” name. But his mother was bitter—a spoils of war bride, a former queen of Aurelienne—and wanted to remind the King of Clifstán that he didn’t rule everyone. Not only was Florian her flower boy, he was also strapped with the name Ferdinand and Alberich.
 Ferdinand—the older brother the king had killed on a battleground to gain the throne.
 Alberich—the mighty sorcerer king who ruled the Dvalinn fae until the War of Winds.
 And Father hated dwarves and his older brother as much as he hated pansies for boys.
 “Your Highness.” Karl, Father’s manservant, stood in the small doorway.
 The tall, willowy man startled back a step when a young maid with a basket of freshly picked black apples rushed by. The kitchens were dusky and lit only by two small windows and three wax encrusted wheel candelabras overhead. Most of the castle employed gas lamps. A few rooms even had electricity, a far superior form of light. But here, one needed to adjust their vision simply to see the meal they prepared.
 Well, human vision. Dwarves had unnaturally good eyesight. Many even worked the mines without lamps, or so he was told.
 The older man cleared his throat and spoke more loudly. “Your Highness.”
 Florian slowly eased the cooking stone from the oven and placed the fresh baked cookies onto a wooden table. “Yes?” He wiped the excess flour from his hands onto the apron tied to his waist.
 “The king wishes a word with you.”
 “I will head to his chambers when finished. Thank you, Karl.”
 “No, Your Highness.” Karl cleared his throat again and peered down his nose at him. “He wishes a word with you before an assembly in the throne room.”
 Florian’s brows drew together. “Tell the king I will attend to him shortly.”
 Karl bowed and exited, closing the wooden door behind him. Those same giggly kitchen maids softly giggled once more. He chanced a look their way, his face hard and gaze glacial—a look reminding them that he was not only their prince but an officer who commanded soldiers. They quieted when catching his eye, returning their attentions to the vegetables beneath their knives. He didn’t need to hear their words to know he was a joke. A man doing a woman’s work? And a prince, no less.
 Florian blew long, light blond strands from his eyes and tried not to ground his teeth. Instead, he focused on bundling up his fresh-baked cookies into a linen cloth. Why were men only made for fighting and siring sons and displays of dominance?
 And death.
 So much death.
 Alda’s lips curved into a wrinkle-lined frown. Florian placed a fist over his heart in salute and bowed his head. An anxious hush quieted the kitchen. This was, perhaps, the first time a royal had ceremoniously honored a servant. But he wasn’t sure if he would see Alda again—the older dwarf who cared not for his gender or status and indulged his interests without shame.
 There could only be one reason the king wished for an audience. Florian was either being assigned a scouting mission or he was to join the mud- and mech-filled trenches in the Spired Hills.
 Like his father. And his father’s father. Like all men from the House of Halivaard.
 Florian pivoted on his heel, then marched from the kitchens, jogged up the spiral stairs, through the Great Hall, only slowing when approaching his own chambers.
 Sven, his personal servant, met him at his bedroom door and quickly ushered him in with a fresh change of clothes. Clifstán’s royal military dress uniform: itchy black woolen pressed trousers, a starched white long-sleeved, buttoned-up dress shirt, and a black tie.
 Before dressing, Florian poured water into a washbasin by his window and quickly scrubbed his face and arms. Sven handed him his trousers and shirt first and stared at the wall until Florian was ready for his tie. When finished, Florian sat on the edge of his bed and tugged on a newly polished pair of black high boots, then shrugged on a black jacket, decorated in officer badges and braids, cinching it at the waist with a belt that clipped to a shoulder strap draping from his hip to over his shoulder. The entire ensemble was topped off with an armband around his bicep of a flying black dragon in a white circle set against a red background.
 The symbol of Clifstán.
 Afterward, Sven combed Florian’s mid-cheek length hair to the side and away from his face to show off his undercut shave. A style his father insisted he and his brothers have to emulate the sky and sea warriors of their past. Though, unlike his brothers, he didn’t sport any scalp tattoos, and only because he had yet to fight in the front lines of one of Clifstán’s wars.
 Yet.
 Dread pooled heavily in his gut and he swallowed back the knot in his tightening throat.
 Then his shoulders fell. The still cooling cookies crumbled into soft crumbs as he awkwardly fumbled to store them inside the black leather tactical belt bag on his hip.
 Scheisse.
 “Thank you, Sven,” he murmured on a heavy sigh. “Don’t wait for me. I’m most likely sleeping in the barracks tonight.”
 Florian didn’t look back when he marched into the hallway, his cap neatly tucked to his side. He squared his shoulders and straightened to a more imposing posture. Guards tracked him with their eyes and servants bowed and curtsied as he passed by. Large, ornately carved double doors loomed ahead. He had seen these doors hundreds if not thousands of times. The flying, hand-chiseled dragons with silver eyes had once sparked his imagination. Their talons a thing of nightmares while their wings . . . Oh, their wings. How Florian wished he could know the soaring freedom of the skies. But today, those dragon doors stood like judges before a court. And when they opened, he would be found guilty of not fully earning his place among the men in his family.
 “Pssst . . .”
 Florian eased to a stop and slowly twisted toward the open window. A red-winged mountain sparrow perched on the sill—a messenger. Florian swept a calculating glance toward the guards. Would they report him to the king? For speaking with a bird? Animals spoke to him often, which made him an exceptional scout. The one masculine skill he possessed that didn’t earn him scorn. But he learned quickly to hide this Sight or suffer humiliation for, yet again, entertaining girlish fantasies. A man doesn’t talk to animals. He commands them to plough fields and hunt foxes and fight in rings for wages. A muscle ticked along Florian’s jaw.
 “Pssst . . .”
 Nerves continued to bubble in his gut. He should ignore the bird. Nevertheless, he crept toward the window with an outstretched hand. The sparrow alighted into the air and settled onto his pointer finger.
 “Prince,” the bird chirped. “A crumb?”
 Florian rummaged through his belt bag and pinched off a piece of a partially intact cookie. The sparrow ruffled its feathers before pecking at the messenger fee. A guard behind Florian cleared his throat.
 The bird hopped up Florian’s forearm and sang. “Gedlen Fate Maker says you’ll meet a heart of stone. One you’ll break.”
 Gedlen, from the Dúnælven fae? The elven warrior prince who made kings rise and fall? A new fear began to churn in Florian’s already soured stomach.
 “The treasure you’ll find is worth an entire kingdom.” The bird hopped up to his shoulder and quietly chirped in his ear, “And your heart of flesh.”
 The sharp clang of boot steps echoed around the corridor’s bend. Florian registered the sound, but the faerie’s words echoed louder in his head. How could his heart be worth that of an entire kingdom? The bird had obviously misheard. After all, a heart of stone was a mere figure of speech. How could he break something that didn’t actually exist?
 A shadow turned the corner, and the sparrow jumped from his arm and flew out the window.
 “Princess,” his older brother snapped. Florian ignored the common insult by his brothers. “You dare keep the king waiting . . . to feed a bird?”
 Florian flinched and focused on his polished boots. “Lead the way, captain.”
 “Announce us,” Adalwolf, third-born, commanded the guards.
 “Yes, Captain Halivaard,” a guard acknowledged before slipping through the door.
 Adalwolf appraised Florian, a curious study, the anger bleeding from his face for the merest heartbeat. They were once playmates when little. Before Adalwolf was forced into the barracks at age eight, like all other boys of Clifstán, shortly after Florian had turned six. Before Florian had run with foxes during a hunting trip and doomed himself to a lifetime of scorn. They would laugh and build forts in the woods and were . . . inseparable. When the soldiers took Adalwolf away, he didn’t reach for Mother or even Father. He reached for Florian.
 Contempt returned to his brother’s gaze and he snorted in disgust. “You reek of peasants and monthly rags. Beware, little sister, or your courses might start running too.”
 “Captain Adalwolf Fentienne!” a guard shouted before the court.
 His brother laughed under his breath, then marched into the assembly. The door shut behind him and Florian stared at the ceiling, trying hard not to bounce on the toes of his boots. Or retch in the corner. But he was a soldier and had spent his entire life training for war. Florian forced every emotion to ease from his face. His father, brothers, and fellow soldiers feasted on any show of fear or disgust. The king expected his men to be serious and his women subservient.
 “Lieutenant Florian Ferdinand Alberich!” the same guard shouted.
 The large doors creaked open and Florian drew in a quick breath. Across the room, his three older brothers stood to their father’s left. Sneers curled their lips and hatred daggered from their dark eyes. His father, however, lifted a smile coated in rancid honey. And his light granite stone gaze seemed to laugh at Florian. A mocking laugh Florian felt in every corner of his being.
 “Lieutenant.” King Aelfred beckoned him forward with a single finger.
 Florian marched through the assembly, spine stiff, his head held high. Adalwolf snorted and shifted on his feet. He ignored his brother and dropped to one knee before their father and lowered his head.
 “Lieutenant Halivaard, the war needs you,” the king began.
 “Yes, my King,” Florian answered woodenly, the automatic, expected reply of a soldier.
 “But I’ll not endanger a company of soldiers with your ineptitude.”
 Heat flamed across Florian’s face. The assembly of nobles, generals, and servants quietly snickered and whispered to one another. The life of his father’s precious warriors was more valuable than Florian’s, a Prince of the Realm. Why his heart withered under these words, he didn’t know. Earning his father’s approval had never been within reach.
 From the corner of his eye, he spotted Captain Karlsen, a satisfied smirk on his weathered, grizzled face.
 The king continued. “Your scouting skills, however, might prove useful.”
 Gedlen Fate Maker says you’ll meet a heart of stone. One you’ll break.
 Again, he answered mechanically, “Yes, my King.”
 “Rise and receive your orders, soldier.”
 Florian stood straight, head level, saluting his father by placing a fist on his heart before stiffening his arms at his sides. But he fixed his gaze above his father’s head to a muted-toned tapestry draped across the stone wall. More dragons. Many of them, soaring through the air, eyes gleaming ruby and silver with scales the drab hues of military green, browns, and charcoal gray. The colors of blood and war.
 The treasure you’ll find is worth an entire kingdom. And your heart of flesh.
 “You are to scout the Seven Jeweled Hills, possibly as far south as where Sorengaard Wood meets the Astridian coast.”
 Florian met his father’s icy gaze. Silvery, cold eyes like his own. And he shivered once again.
 The Seven Jeweled Hills and Sorengaard Wood were feral lands made of narrow, snowy mountain passes, rocky cliffs, and primeval forests. His father might as well have assigned him to the front lines. Monsters lurked in this terrain, especially the sixth hill—the Dark Forest—where the dwarves believed the Underworld seeped into the mountains. Apparently, the dead were attracted to brennanite, per Dvalinn lore, and the sixth hill was the richest in ore deposits of the seven mountains. Not that anyone would be crazy enough to mine that formidable place.
 What exactly was he to track?
 He had never harmed a creature for sport. Not even one born of nightmares.
 King Aelfred continued. “Several camps are failing to meet brennanite ore quotas. Soldiers are being mobilized as we speak to motivate these lazy leeches to work.”
 Florian resisted the urge to clench his teeth. “A sickness is moving through the camps and grain stores are low, surely—”
 “Surely what?” his father shot back. “Surely our wars should fail because an ungrateful class of fae who squat on our lands, hunt our forests, and deplete our grain stores are deserving of our mercy?”
 The assembly chuckled and began whispering again.
 Bile bubbled up from Florian’s gut. Technically, it was his family who squatted on their lands, hunted their forests, depleted their grain stores. “What shall I scout for the crown, sire?”
 “I seek the Black Witch,” the king continued. “Select five scouts to join you. Bring her to me, alive. The war needs her . . . sacrifice.”
 Was his father serious? Truly serious? The Black Witch was a mere myth, a story told to dwarven children on their mother’s knee. Even the lowly kitchen maids spun tales of the witch who blessed the outer camps with good fortune and cursed the king’s warriors who dared peer into her dark eyes—ones as black and pure as raven stone. The very brennanite ore she witched out for the starved, half-dead miners and their families. He wasn’t afraid of a curse. Or faerie stories. He was afraid, however, of what would happen if he failed in his mission to bring back a non-existent character from Dvalinn folklore.
 “And, lieutenant? Do not return unless you have the Black Witch.”
 Florian winced. He didn’t mean to. But the warm cinnamon and rich, buttery scent of cookies wafting up from in his tactical belt bag—the smells of home and hearth, of family and happiness—collided with his growing horror. When he left, he would have no one to affectionately touch his nose with a floured-dusted finger. No one to defend his masculinity despite his feminine interests. He would never see the dwarven female who was more a mother to him than his own flesh and blood. At least if he went to the trenches, there was a chance he might return and hold his place among the men of his family.
 But he would fail this mission. The Black Witch didn’t exist.
 The king didn’t even desire to give his youngest son a hero’s death.
 Fresh pain clawed through Florian’s chest. Still, he kept his head high and spine straight. He was a prince from the House of Halivaard, a lieutenant in Clifstán’s royal army. And he had the Sight. Perhaps the woodland creatures knew of an old crone who was, unfortunately, confused as the Black Witch. The poor always needed a hero. The starving even more so.
 His father waved his hand as if swatting away an annoying fly and muttered, “Report to the barracks.”
 “Long live the king!” He saluted.
 Then Florian marched out of the assembly room and didn’t look back.  






  
  CHAPTER TWO
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Eirwen Blackvein


ALOW RUMBLE trembled through the rock, several stories beneath the surface. Eirwen and Mogrik hunkered low, eyes wide, and watched for signs of falling rocks and large debris. 
“What the hell, Mo?”
 Before he could answer, dust and tiny rocks shook loose from the ceiling and a whirling gust of wind snuffed the carbide lamp on Eirwen’s boiled leather hat.
 Then darkness.
 And more swear words.
 Just as well. There wasn’t much to see anyway. That vein of brennanite was as shallow as the gossipy old widow from the village.
 “There are safer ways to discuss business,” Eirwen muttered to Mogrik while trying to spark her carbide lamp. “And don’t you dare start a ridiculous story about the time Crazy Sanzil called a disappointing lead your shriveled up family jewels.”
 Mo snorted. “Rude. My stories are the best.”
 “No, rude is a secret meeting to show me a non-viable vein of ore.” She flicked the built-in striker again with no luck, collapsing against the stone wall. Her fingers were too muddy. “And during a blast. A non-scheduled blast that breaks camp code. Did you tell the miners to keep quiet? And why the secret?”
 “To keep things interesting.”
 Eirwen blindly punched his arm.
 “Ow! So violent. So angry.” Mo sighed. “Fine. Ore production is low this month. Sending everyone topside for every blast is a waste of precious time.”
 She scowled, knowing full well he could see her pinched expression in the dark. “We could have died! Others too.”
 “That was a harmless slash and you know it.” He was right, it was a slash, a small blast to widen a tunnel. “Seriously, Wen. Consider your stress levels,” Mo continued, “You need a hot bath, a pretty dress, and a friend to talk to.”
 “Shut up.”
 She felt along the narrow cave walls toward the main tunnels. The safer, reinforced tunnels.
 “That friend is me. I’m talking about me.”
 “You always talk about you.”
 “True.” She could feel Mo lift his shoulder in a humorous shrug. “But this time me talking about me is actually me talking about you.”
 Eirwen stopped and twisted toward her foster brother. “You’re ridiculous.”
 “And right.”
 Her head fell back onto her shoulders with a groan. “Mo, I swear to the winter gods above, that if you don’t get me out of here right no—”
 A match struck to flame and Eirwen locked onto the smug curve of Mo’s lips. “Bend down, my feisty child, so I might kiss your forehead and make it all better.”
 “I’m going to kick you down a hole the moment we surface.”
 “So violent, so angry . . .”
 Eirwen rolled her eyes and lowered her head. With a flourish, her foster brother re-lit the carbide lamp on her hat and then blew out the match with an equally annoying bow. She pushed past Mo, playfully shoving him, before stomping toward the steam-powered lift and the sounds of other dwarves at work. Behind her, she could hear Mogrik chuckling at her feeble attempt at dominance, a constant game between them since they waddled around in nappies.
 This was his family’s mine, or “family jewels” as he called it. Well, the crown’s mine. But before the House of Halivaard claimed South Camp in the name of war, Clan Blackvein ruled this area. But Mogrik had the attention span of a geriatric butterfly after downing an entire pot of coffee in one gulp—which led to a cave-in and subsequent late shipment to Myrefell—and his twin brother, Lufric, was basically a pickled pepper with a scruffy beard. Grumpy. Sour. Patchy bristles.
 Absolutely wonderful personalities aside, there was also the folktale business of twin curses.
 Faerie tales.
 Eirwen rolled her eyes. Especially at the dwarven stories. They were far-fetched, annoyingly old fashioned, and eternally stuck in a time where machines were more like simple toys than practically useful. And Eirwen enjoyed machines. Tinkering with gadgets and pneumatic tools and stationary engines. The blissful sight of oil stains on her overalls . . .
 Not that she had time for tinkering anymore.
 The miners had begged Mama for someone else from home to lead after Papa died, anyone else.
 And here she was, in a barely excavated tunnel to see another disappointing lead, so she could tell her crew that they needed to dig deeper into the side of the mountain infested with cave mites—where she sensed the largest pocket of brennanite veins. And all because her twenty-year-old twin foster brothers may possess a superstitious curse. And because tradition demanded that the clan’s foreman can only come from the Clan Chieftain’s home. Not the individual who demonstrated the best leadership capability. No, that would make sense. Dvalinn traditions didn’t care about common sense, though.
 Where had that blast taken place, anyway?
 Eirwen paused in a crosscut opening to watch dust drift through the air, leaning her shoulder onto a rock, and sighed. The newest tunnel. Of course. Probably another disappointing lead in an entire level of disappointing leads. They needed to dig down more. She hated digging down.
 This was hopeless. Only so much raven stone pulsed beneath these mountains. The crown couldn’t expect them to mine forever. And if the crown kept starving the Dvalinn who tunneled the mountains until the rock they cradled became their grave, there would be no one left to cleave the glittering black ore from Clifstán’s stone.
 Rage boiled beneath Eirwen’s skin.
 House Halivaard’s precious brennanite couldn’t procreate beneath their blood-stained thrones.
 Everyone’s and everything’s time was a limited resource.
 And it was time for the Dvalinn to carve out a new future before their time ran out.
 Eirwen tucked loose strands of black hair behind her ear, one that was pointed. Mama always evaded questions about Eirwen’s origins, only sharing that Dalbrenna found her in the forest when she was a babe. Dalbrenna, her other foster mother, was a Dúnælven huntress who had happened to be just across the border in Clifstán on the fateful day Eirwen was discovered among the ferns without a heart and with brennanite clutched in her tiny fingers . . . remarkably still alive, though barely.
 Clan Blackvein, the secret protectors of the Heart of Ealdspell, the sacred druid stone made from the First Dragon’s blood, forged the artifact into her new heart. One that enlarged with her growing body. She didn’t possess a heartbeat, but she knew the stone’s pulsing rhythm by heart. A gift that earned her the title Black Witch. A black-eyed, black-haired girl with a black heart who could witch out black ore from the Seven Jeweled Hills and Sorengaard Wood.
 Until she became foreman six months back, she traveled regularly through the various mountains to witch ore for the mining camps who were failing to thrive. Many who were now under military command since she could no longer travel as she once had before. Though, sometimes she snuck away to visit nearby camps.
 Eirwen tilted her head and stared down the dark tunnel across from where she stood.
 She always wondered why an eleven huntress left an elven baby with dwarves to raise, though. Why not be raised in Leaf Curl? Or somewhere else in The Wilds, where the elves dwelt? There was something Mama wasn’t telling her. Or Dalbrenna. She shouldn’t have survived the death meant for her nearly nineteen winters ago
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