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Ayleth

AGE OF THE WITCH QUEEN 1

ON THE NIGHT BEFORE MY CORONATION, THE MOON IS SHROUDED in shadow.

I watch from the window of my chamber as the inky tendrils of darkness skim across the skies. The hour is late, but the gardens below teem with courtiers, a few drunk enough from the evening’s entertainments that they’re splashing in a fountain. I should be with them, reveling in the parties being hosted in honor of the new queen. In honor of me. But my attention is fixed on the horizon, searching for even a hint of beating wings. Straining my ears to detect the shriek of a raven. But there’s only silence, just as there has been every day since I broke the Veil.

What else did you expect? That old voice needles at me.

I bristle against it. Nearly three months have passed since the night in Ignatius’s lair when I destroyed the Bloodstones. After the Veil fell, I expected hordes of ravens to flock to the palace, witches either threatening revenge for what I’d done, or perhaps—if they were smart—attempting to negotiate with Riven’s rising queen. After all, I made no secret about my position. As soon as I was able, I dispatched heralds to every corner of Riven to announce my ascension. Because I wanted the witches to know. Wanted them to crawl here on their knees, begging. But there hasn’t been so much as a whisper from the covens. Such stubborn silence doesn’t surprise me from Mother and the rest of the Heirs. And yet there was one witch who I believed might be different.

The wind picks up, carrying what could be a trace of juniper.

My queen.

A voice rasps through the chamber and I whirl around, anticipating Callen. The imprisoned king has developed a habit of appearing unannounced, simply for the pleasure of scaring me out of my wits. He’s succeeded more often than I care to admit. But the mirror’s glass is vacant, only my own reflection staring out at me from the gnarled-wood frame.

“Did you hear something?” I ask Nettle.

My cat merely continues in her game of pouncing among my shadows. One dissolves beneath her paws and re-forms, tickling her nose. I frown, more than a little jealous that Nettle seems to possess a better understanding of Malum than I do. Since shattering the Veil, I’ve spent most of my nights scouring every book I can find on the subject, including those from Ignatius’s lair. But, try as I might, I haven’t been able to command a single wisp of shadow in the past months. In fact, I can barely sense the subtle hum of Malum between my bones. My lack of control is increasingly worrying. Malum chose me—wanted me. Or so I thought.

I abandon the window and drift over to the slender box next to Callen’s mirror. Firelight shimmers on the jagged jewels within—the Bloodstone crown. Sharp-edged and brutal. A permanent version of the crown that the shadows wove above my head. A reminder of everything I’ve done to get where I am. But even now, with all of Riven at my disposal, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m missing something.

I turn my palm up, tracing the place below my left ring finger where my sister, Rhea, drew her rune what feels a lifetime ago. Though most of the original mark vanished when I accepted Malum, I can still make out the three faint lines crossed in a triangle. A symbol that Rhea promised meant we would always find our way back to each other.

“What am I supposed to do now?” I whisper to the night.

The fire pops, stirred by a breeze too strong to have come from outside. Tapestries knock against the far wall. Nettle arches her back and hisses at a spot in the corner. I stiffen. A servant would use the main doors. Could it be one of the courtiers, drunk enough to wander up here? Perhaps one who doesn’t support my new position—there are certainly no shortage of those.

“Who’s there?” I call.

A cloaked figure materializes from the darkness. A woman, perhaps, about my height. She lowers her hood. Firelight washes over her features: White skin and high cheekbones. Hazel eyes. Recognition hits me in a rush.

“Mother,” I whisper, stunned into stillness.

I haven’t seen her since the night I scried in the palace gardens. Was that just months ago? Mother appears as though she’s aged decades. Her auburn hair is heavily streaked with silver. Unfamiliar lines fan out from the corners of her eyes and bracket her mouth. Still, it’s her. A flood of memories engulfs me: Mother’s fingers carding through my hair while I fell asleep. Her gentle instruction as I helped prepare ingredients in the workroom. But she is not that witch anymore, I remind myself. She hasn’t been for a long time. Anger overtakes my shock and I snatch up a knife from a nearby table, gripping the hilt hard enough that I feel my pulse thudding beneath my skin.

“Ayleth.” Mother’s gaze darts from me to the weapon. “What are you doing? It’s me.”

“Exactly,” I say, raising the blade higher.

Nettle growls, seconding my opinion.

“Please”—she puts up her hands—“I’ve come to help you.”

“Help me?” I bark a rueful laugh. “Like you did at Stonehaven?”

Another memory rears: The burned-out Sanctum. The crimson cloak I discovered when I returned after fleeing the White Court. It should have been my cloak, a symbol of my joining the coven. But Mother stuffed it inside a chest. Abandoned it. Just like she did me.

“I was going to come back for you,” Mother says, flushing.

“Oh, really. Then why not send a raven to tell me that?”

“Because it was too dangerous,” she insists. “I had the entire coven to consider. The Heirs refused to accept us if we didn’t cut ties with—”

“A failure?” I finish for her. “A Wayward? A monster?”

Be that monster, that voice again. Where is it coming from? I scan the room, but there’s only the two of us and Nettle.

“I’m here now,” Mother says. “Please, Ayleth. You don’t understand the danger you’re in. We have to—”

She stops short, her attention settling on a spot to my right.

“The Bloodstones,” she breathes.

Ignoring the threat of my knife, Mother hurries across the room and halts in front of the box containing my crown. Her fingertips hover over the glittering shards of stone and I stiffen, bracing for her fury. Her disgust. Instead, she looks at me and … smiles.

“You’ve done it,” she says. “You’ve actually done it.”

I search her face for a lie, but don’t find it. In fact, her expression is the same one she wore before Rhea died. Like she cares for me. Like I matter.

“You’re … pleased?” is all I can manage.

Even Nettle meows, confused.

“Of course I am,” Mother says, as though the answer should be obvious. “This is the crown. The crimson crown. Oh, Ayleth, I’m so proud of you. This changes everything.”

Instincts war inside my mind. I’ve waited my entire life to hear her say those words. That I’m just as good as my sister. But something about this doesn’t feel right.

“What are you talking about? What crown?”

“It’s from the prophecy.” Mother steps closer. “That’s why I came to find you. Selene told us that Aphelia, the first Diviner, spoke a vision with her dying breath. She said: From the darkness will rise a queen. A queen who will wear the crimson crown. I wasn’t sure it was real, but …”

She trails off, gesturing at the crown. And for the first time in weeks, I sense Malum stir behind my breastbone. Shadows dance in the corners of the room.

“Aphelia saw me?” I ask, bewildered.

“It could be you,” Mother agrees, a manic glint in her eyes. “It could be us, now that you’ve recovered the Bloodstones. The others will have to negotiate with us if they want to reforge the Veil. Have to take us seriously for once.”

Reforge the Veil?

Cold comprehension prickles over my scalp. Mother isn’t proud of me. Not really. She’s only interested in what my actions mean for her own status, just as she was at Stonehaven. I scold myself for nearly having fallen under her spell again.

“I have no intention of ingratiating myself with the Heirs,” I reply. “And if they wish for my mercy, they may come here and beg for it.”

“Come here?” A crease forms between Mother’s brows. “Ayleth, you cannot mean to remain at the palace.”

She laughs, like the idea is ridiculous. Like I am ridiculous.

“That’s precisely what I mean to do.”

A beat passes, Mother sizing me up. The same thing she used to do when I was a witchling and questioned her orders.

“Listen to me, Daughter,” She starts at last. “Selene and the others will stop at nothing to retrieve the Bloodstones. Even if you manage to evade them, how long until the mortals learn what you really are? You will burn.”

She’s right, that voice inside me whispers.

I hate it almost as much as I hate Mother for causing me to hear it.

“I’ll take my chances.”

She huffs, exasperated. “Enough. This is our only opportunity to gain the upper hand with the Heirs. If you won’t do it, then—”

She reaches to take the crown, but Nettle yowls and leaps at her, sinking her teeth into Mother’s shoulder. Mother screams and tosses Nettle away. My cat lands with a thump on the other side of the room. Malum surges through my limbs.

“Leave her alone!” I shout.

Shadows mass around me, feeding off my energy.

Mother pales at the sight of them. “What is this?”

“Just what it looks like,” I reply. “Shadows. My shadows.”

“Yours?” She echoes. “But they can’t be. Unless …”

“Unless I bound myself to Malum,” I finish for her. The shadows spread behind me like wings. I lift my chin, savoring the feel of them. Of the power coursing through my veins. “Which is what I did—after I broke the Veil.”

Horror twists Mother’s features. She looks at me like she’s seeing me for the first time. And it feels good to have her cornered. To finally be the one in control. Mother must sense the shift as well. And she does not appreciate it.

“No,” she snaps. “I will not allow this. We’re leaving. Now.”

She snatches my forearm and attempts to drag me away.

Do NOT touch her.

The voice lashes through the chamber.

Mother halts as if struck. “What was that?”

In answer, shadows slither across the floor and cobble themselves together. The mass of darkness stretches and divides until it forms a towering figure, one at least two heads taller than I am. Shadows curl like smoke from its limbs, like the shadow women I summoned to terrorize Callen in Ignatius’s lair. But this figure is far more solid. Far more alive. His eyes glow like embers as they meet mine. I should probably be terrified, but I’m not. Instead, I feel a sense of kinship. Like I have been waiting for this moment, and this creature, for a long time.

“Who are you?” I ask, my own voice barely above a whisper.

The creature dips his chin. I am called Shade.

Shadows drift from his form and wrap around me, brushing gently against my skin. And I swear that I can feel something like reverence radiating from their touch.

“Ayleth.” Mother jolts me out of my trance. “Get away from that thing. It—”

In a single fluid motion, the shadow creature’s fist pummels into Mother’s chest. She howls, her knees buckling, and sinks to the floor. Shade’s hand twists, then slides free of her body. Buried within his palm is a pulsing crimson orb.

For you, my queen.

He glides closer and slips the orb into my hands. It is warm and shimmering and I know what it is as soon as it touches my skin: Mother’s latent magic. The final dregs of power she retained after the Veil fell. The kind all witches possess from birth.

Shade’s red eyes glitter. Destroy it.

“Don’t!” Mother begs, looking up at me. “It will kill me. Please, Ayleth!”

But what do I care if she dies? Mother deserves this fate. Desire rushes up inside me, urging me on. Shadows press closer, awaiting my command. Still, something holds me back.

“Death is too quick,” I say to Shade.

Though his face is largely featureless, I sense that he smiles. One of his shadows drifts over to the Bloodstone crown. It’s … glowing.

Then take it, Shade says. Lock it away, as they did to us.

At first, I’m unsure what he means. But then I remember—

The Bloodstones were forged of the Ancients’ latent magic. They’re what held the Veil and kept Malum back for past centuries. Before I shattered them, Ignatius runed the stones so that they would absorb a witch’s power. Even now, the broken pieces hum—like calling to like.

It must be undone.

Rhea’s words resound in my mind. At the time, I assumed she meant the Veil. But my work is not finished. Not yet. I look to Shade. He nods, his shadows weaving around him.

Yes, he rasps. From the darkness, will rise our queen.

Their queen. That’s what I am. What I became the moment the shadows crafted the Bloodstone crown. They were crowning me. Anointing me. Gifting me their power. And now I know what I am meant to do with that gift.

“Go back to the Heirs,” I say to Mother. “Tell them that the queen from their prophecy has indeed come. And if they want this crown, they’re going to have to wrest it from my own hands.”

“Ayleth, no!” Mother pleads, desperate. “Don’t—”

It’s too late. On my command, shadows wrap around the orb of Mother’s magic and carry it to the Bloodstones. She screams and lunges, trying to stop them, but ropes of shadow spring up to restrain her. In the next instant, the orb of Mother’s power vanishes into one of the Bloodstones. The whole crown blazes a blinding red, absorbing her magic, and then dims and goes cold. Mother sags in the shadows’ grip, not dead. But completely and utterly powerless. Just like she taught me I was for so long.

Shade lifts the Bloodstone crown and settles it on my head.

Fairest, the shadows whisper. Fairest of them all.

The words fill me up, stirring the Malum between my bones. A power I have waited my whole life to wield. And I’m not going to waste another second.

“You will be my Huntsman,” I tell Shade. “Together we’re going to track down every drop of coven magic and remove it from this realm. Until there’s nothing left but us.”

Shade’s eyes glitter with malice. Yes, my queen.
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Five witches traipsed into the palace this morning, road-weary and half starved. They claim to be the lost Heirs of Riven, though they have no remarkable power to display. A power lost, they say, due to the fall of the Veil and the commoner queen now occupying Riven’s throne. Such was only the beginning of their tale. They spoke of a prophecy and a crown—one that could banish Malum forever, should I lend my army to their cause.

Nonsense, my councilors claim. The witches cannot be trusted. And yet, if what they say is true, it could mean the return of the lands that were stolen from us by the usurper White Kings. The glory of a new empire, one steeped in magic. Tempting thoughts, indeed.

For now, we shall keep the witches here and see what comes of it. If nothing, they will be easy enough to dispose of.

—From the personal writings of King Frances, Rycinthia






CHAPTER ONE
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Ayleth

THREE YEARS LATER

THE KING’S SCREAMS ECHO DOWN THE CORRIDORS OF THE WHITE Palace.

By the time I arrive in Callen’s bedchamber, he’s shattered at least a dozen vials and jars, their bright-colored powders and liquids leaking over the rugs.

“I won’t have it!” he bellows, knocking a few more medicines off the shelf with a wide sweep of his arm. “Poison! It’s all poison!”

“Your Majesty, I assure you, there is no poison here.” One of the physicians grunts as he, along with a handful of servants, struggles to wrangle the king back into bed. “Please, Sire. Let us assist you.”

“No!” Callen flails blindly against them. His eyes, which have taken on a cloudy, filmed color after the unfortunate jousting accident he suffered shortly after our marriage, rove wildly. “Let me go! Let me—”

“Callen,” I interrupt, stepping farther into the chamber.

The king’s head whips in my direction. “No. Not you. Get her away from me! She’s a—”

At my command, one of my shadows darts toward Callen. The physician, like the servants and all mortals, is oblivious as it wriggles past the king’s lips, stilling his tongue. Callen’s raving instantly devolves to garbled nonsense. His muscles slacken, and he slumps over as my power regains control over his body. The servants, visibly relieved that the king has ceased chucking bottles at them, guide him back to bed.

“My deepest apologies, Majesty.”

The head physician, Dr. Locke, smooths his robes and joins me. He’s an older man with a portly build and graying hair tucked beneath his cap. Light brown skin is creased around his eyes and mouth.

“The king was resting peacefully this morning,” he goes on. “I can’t imagine what came over him.”

I certainly can. Much like the version of Callen that dwells inside my mirror, the king’s shell of a body has proven irritatingly unpredictable. These episodes are infrequent—and more annoyance than anything else—but my gaze twitches to the nearest mirror, where I expect the real Callen is lurking within his glass prison. Smirking, probably. I’ll deal with him later.

“Though His Majesty’s outburst may have been related to his new treatment,” Locke suggests. “As you can see, it doesn’t appear that the king is responding very well to our efforts.”

I frown, giving my best impression of a concerned wife. “How disappointing. Perhaps there’s something else you can attempt?”

“We are exploring other options, certainly,” Dr. Locke assures me. “In fact, I’ve heard of a physician in Carrick who may be of assistance. We could solicit his advice if Your Majesty will sanction the request.”

“Send whatever you need to the council,” I reply. “I’ll see that it gets approved. Let no expense be spared.”

“That’s very kind. Your Majesty’s devotion to the king is an example to us all.”

I have about as much devotion to the rotten husk of Callen’s body as Nettle does to the carcasses of the mice she deposits in my chambers.

“Is there anything else?” I ask. “I’m already late.”

“Ah yes, the banquet. Congratulations, Majesty. A well-deserved celebration.”

I grant the doctor a gracious nod. “I’ll have a plate sent up to you.”

“That would be much appreciated,” he replies. “And there’s nothing more regarding the king. Though I do recommend increasing His Majesty’s bloodletting. I suspect there are ill humors at work.”

“Whatever you deem best,” I agree. “And keep his meals simple. Gruel, perhaps.”

It might be my imagination, but I think I feel rage wafting from the mirror’s direction.

The doctor bows again and returns to the others. I remain long enough to watch them remove Callen’s shirt and drape one of his arms over a basin, his white skin sallow. Blood weeps from a small puncture wound on the inside of his elbow and drains into the bowl, stark crimson against the porcelain. Seeing him so small and defenseless makes it easy to forget that Callen was ever the king. To forget the years when this entire court spun around him. I once spun around him, too, though more like a mouse fleeing a hawk. Because that’s what I, along with every other woman, was to Riven’s merciless king: prey.

Callen’s head lolls, exposing the angry red scar tracking down the side of his face. For an instant, he stirs. I could swear that his sightless eyes are locked on me. Can almost feel the heat of his fury burning inside him.

Well, I tell him in my mind, who’s the prey now?

When I at last reach the Great Hall, the banquet is in full swing.

Every surface glows in the torchlight. Servants scurry back and forth carting enormous plates of food, each dish more sumptuous than the last. Courtiers, dazzling in their silks and jewels, cluster in groups or dance to the tune of the musicians playing in the upper gallery. The air is heavy with the scents of wine, perfume, and roasting meats. Three years ago, I abhorred nights like these. Despised being watched, or even seen, instead preferring to make myself as small and invisible as possible. But Callen isn’t the only one who’s changed since the events that occurred in Ignatius’s lair. And I’ve learned that parties are much more enjoyable when you’re not the unwanted daughter of the High Witch.

You will burn, Mother warned on the night before my coronation.

And yet I’m still here. And they are not.

“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” Joan comments as I take my place at the High Table.

Now a senior-ranking member of court, Joan has occupied the seat next to mine since I appointed her the head of my household. The position suits her. When we met, Joan and her family were barely surviving at court. Now her wardrobe rivals any of the women who used to mock her. The burgundy velvet of her gown brings out the green color of her eyes and complements her complexion, her white skin—dusted with freckles—luminescent in the candlelight. Her auburn hair is swept up in a gold net. Jewels sparkle on her necklace and rings.

“The king had another of his episodes,” I explain.

Joan pauses as she reaches for her glass. “Another?”

“Nothing to worry about. I have it under control.”

She presses her lips together and I sense the questions in her silence. Joan knows more of my secrets than anyone else at court, but not even she is aware of the shadows. Or of the fact that the real Callen is trapped inside my mirror. Joan isn’t a fool. She must guess that there’s more going on with the king than I’ve explained to her. But she’s learned to leave well enough alone. And I’ve tasted the bitter sting of betrayal too many times to let anyone else close enough to hurt me. Ever again.

“Well, you haven’t missed much here,” she continues, changing the subject. “Just Weston and his idiot friends attempting to drown themselves in that contraption.”

She indicates a fountain in the center of the hall. It was a gift from the Dwarves around the time of my coronation. Flawless white marble decorated with sculptures of fish and mythical sea creatures. But instead of water spewing from their mouths, it’s wine. Sir Weston and his cadre are challenging one another to see how long they can drink from it.

“As if we could be so lucky,” I comment dryly.

Joan hums her agreement.

“You’ve also received half a dozen invitations to various other parties and engagements,” she adds. “One of the Northcutt twins tried to bribe me to make sure you’d make an appearance at their birthday celebration next week. Weston is hosting it.”

“I hope you accepted—the bribe at least,” I say, throwing her a wink.

“Of course I didn’t … oh no.” Her expression falls as Weston himself saunters over.

Callen’s former best friend is virtually unchanged from the man I first encountered during the pageant for Longest Night. Though I abolished the Order long ago, Weston insisted on retaining the title of Lord of Misrule. He spends his days staging elaborate entertainments and flirting with the women at court, half of whom are in love with him. It’s little wonder. Weston, annoyingly, remains one of the most handsome men at the palace. Lean and tall, without so much as a hint of silver in his chestnut-colored hair or a blemish on his brown skin.

“Your Majesty.” He flourishes an elegant bow. “Marquess. You’re both looking ravishing tonight. Are those new gowns? And that brooch.”

He reaches for the garnet on Joan’s bodice and she swats him away. “Don’t.”

“Forgive me.” He puts up his hands in mock surrender. “I merely wished to offer my congratulations, Majesty, on yet another stunning victory. At this rate, we’ll have Rycinthia begging for peace within the month.”

And not just Rycinthia. The covens.

My gaze travels to the windows and the sea of trees spilling down the mountainside, painted blood-red by the final rays of the setting sun. Mother wasn’t exaggerating when she warned that the Heirs would stop at nothing for the Bloodstones. A few months after her visit, I received word that Selene and the others—Mother with them, I assume—fled to Rycinthia, pleading for King Frances’s army. Considering the covens’ history with the White Kings, I was surprised that the witches willingly allied with another mortal ruler. Then again, if I learned anything during my time among the covens, it’s that witches are hypocrites. But that doesn’t matter. Let them scheme. The covens will need far more than Rycinthia’s army to steal my crown. Malum stirs behind my breastbone, as if to agree.

“I hope you’re right,” I say to Weston.

“Oh, I’m always right,” he replies with one of his roguish grins. Joan groans into her wineglass. “By the way, I trust you received your invitation to the Northcutt twins’ party next week? It would be my honor if you attended.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I say.

“Keeping me in suspense,” Weston says, raising his glass to me. “But do come. I’m hungry for a proper game of Castles and you’re the best player I’ve ever met, Majesty.”

The Lord of Misrule smiles again, all teeth, and I think back to the match with him and the king, in which I pulled all crowns. A little shiver races down my spine.

“I don’t know why you indulge him,” Joan comments as Weston disappears into the crowd. “You should have banished him ages ago.”

Like I did all the other courtiers who stood in my way. I scan the rest of the hall, cataloging the various important ministers and lords and ladies of the White Court. It was Callen himself who assisted me in rooting out each member who posed a potential threat during the early days of my reign. Exposing their secrets. Tying their fates to mine. It was highly satisfying to force him to pick this palace apart at its seams.

“Weston is harmless,” I say to Joan, earning a skeptical expression. “Mostly. And he does know how to have a good time.”

Joan snorts. “If you enjoy drunken oblivion.”

“I caught you at one of those parties,” I point out. “You were drinking out of a shoe.”

She flushes. “I was … celebrating.”

“I’ll say. And there’s no need to be ashamed.” I nudge her shoulder with mine. “We worked hard to get here. Besides, even you have to admit that it’s fun to watch them all squabble for our favor when they spent so many years looking down on us, or worse.”

Like my own, Joan’s family history isn’t a pleasant one. Though she never faced the same persecution as the witches, Joan’s connection to the Dwarves made her a pariah at court. Always an outsider—just like me. All that is changed now, though. And I have no intention of going back.

“Well,” Joan relents. A sly smile sneaks onto her face. “I suppose it’s a little bit fun.”

“That’s what I thought.” I tap my glass to hers. “And I suggest that we enjoy ourselves as much as possible.”

Her grin widens. “That reminds me—”

“Joan!”

A courtier weaves through the crowd and approaches the High Table. I recognize her as Anora, Joan’s intended. Before the Order fell, the two women were forced to conduct their relationship in secret, as couples of the same sex were forbidden by the faith. Female couples, in particular, were considered too close to a coven to be permitted. Lifting that edict was one of the first declarations I made as queen. Joan and Anora have been inseparable ever since.

“Here you are,” Joan says, beaming at the other courtier.

“Sorry to be late,” Anora apologizes. “Time got away from me. But I hoped for a dance?”

“Oh. The queen and I were—”

“Go on,” I say, shooing her. “I’m sure it’s nothing that can’t wait.”

Joan flashes me a grateful smile, then hurries down the dais and accepts Anora’s hand. Much as I try to fend it off, I cannot help the prick of jealousy that twinges in my chest as I watch them join the dancers. See their faces light up, like they’re the only two people in the world. Beneath the smell of wine and perfume, I might detect the hint of juniper. I quickly drown it in a swallow of wine.

“Your Majesty.”

I turn at the voice. A man in rippling black robes waits just behind me.

“Master Parnell.”

The High Priest’s former steward is a lithe man, with pale white skin, a long, hooked nose, and beady black eyes. When I served as a maiden in Queen Sybil’s household, I’d been terrified of the slippery, scheming man—especially his talent for sniffing out secrets. But, like everyone else in the White Court, Parnell cares only for his own power and position. When Ignatius was disgraced, the steward stood to lose both. Within a month of my coronation, he scurried to my door, pleading for a place in my household. Though I trust the viperous man about as much as I did the High Priest, I reasoned that it was wiser to keep him closer. So far, I’ve been correct. Parnell’s unique skills have proven invaluable over the years. And given his close call with Ignatius, my steward is keenly aware of the fact that—should I fall—he’ll tumble down with me.

Parnell inclines his chin. “Forgive my interruption, Majesty. There are some matters that require your attention.”

“Can’t they wait?” I gesture to the hall. “Tonight is for celebration.”

“Apologies, Majesty, but I did think you’d want to see these.” He holds up a stack of papers. “Reports of recent disturbances throughout the realm.”

“If you mean blights and plagues, that’s hardly news.”

“Not that,” Parnell says. “I believe these may be related to Follower groups.”

My brow furrows. “Followers? There hasn’t been an uprising in months.”

While most of the White Court was happy to shed the confines of the Order’s strict Illuminations, the rest of Riven wasn’t so quick to follow suit. Especially not after the Veil fell and Malum started wreaking havoc on the realm. The initial months of my reign were riddled with skirmishes between the Hunt and the Order’s acolytes, the frenzied zealots desperate for Meira’s return.

“Indeed,” Parnell agrees. “But my sources indicate that they’ve regrouped. They seem to have rallied around a new leader, one they claim is Meira herself.”

I snort into my glass. I assumed that breaking the Veil would rid me of the false goddess, but she seems to haunt me at every turn.

“Surely the Hunt can settle this.”

“Normally,” Parnell replies. “But we experienced heavy losses in the last battle with Rycinthia. It would be unwise to overextend ourselves in case of another attack.”

And there will be one. The Rycinthian army has been snapping at our borders for the last year, the witches with them. Nearby shadows shimmer, stirring my power.

Destroy them, that old instinct rears up.

I fully intend to. I only need time.

“Then find a solution, Master Parnell,” I say. “That is what you promised me that you could do when I appointed you, is it not?”

“Of course, Majesty.”

“Good. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

“There is one more matter”—Parnell rummages through his papers and passes one to me—“a letter from the Mines.”

I note the seal affixed to one edge: crossed pickaxes ringed by a crown, indicating the Head of the Guilds. Roland.


Something you need to see at the Western Mine—if you’re not too busy queening.

—R



The Dwarf has lost none of his charm. Still, it’s unlike him to request my presence. Normally the Dwarves keep to themselves.

“Order a carriage,” I tell the steward. “I’ll go tomorrow.”

“Are you certain, Majesty? It may be too dangerous with the recent disturbances …”

But I’m not listening anymore. The nearby candles flicker. Shadows lengthen from the dark corners of the room, as if reaching for me. Malum hums behind my sternum.

My queen, a low voice whispers, one that could only belong to one creature: Shade.

“Tomorrow,” I say to Parnell. “And we’ll discuss the rest later.”

Because if my Huntsman is calling, it means he has found someone.




CHAPTER TWO
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Ayleth

THE CLAMOR OF THE BANQUET DULLS BEHIND ME AS I RETURN TO MY chambers.

Though I’ve lived in the palace for the last three years, I still haven’t grown accustomed to its staggering display of wealth. Stonehaven was drafty and austere. Due to our remote location, and the fact that we were witches pretending to be Sisters of the Order, deliveries from the outside world were all but impossible. Everything we owned was functional and usually constructed by our own hands. Here, functionality trails a distant second to ornamentation. The halls are lined with stone columns fashioned to appear as towering trees, their branches arching in an intricate lattice above my head. Gilt-framed paintings and expensive tapestries take up most of the walls, their rich colors bathed in the amber glow emanating from the Dwarvian, apple-shaped light fixtures.

But my favorite adornments in the palace are its scars.

Pale places in the wood or stone where Meira’s Eyes or Illuminations were pried out and burned on a pyre like those that were built to burn witches. The carpenters and stonemasons repeatedly offered to correct the spots, likely concerned that they would be accused of shoddy craftsmanship if they left such unsightly patches behind. But I never allowed them to change a thing. I wanted to be reminded every day of how I was the one to tear down the Order. That this is my realm. Now, instead of the Order’s Eyes or Illuminations, my own crest watches me from the eaves and alcoves. A single strong A encircled by a crown. Shadows swirl around the letter in a pattern of movement I’ve come to interpret as affection.

Fairest, I hear them murmur, the sound like rushing water. Fairest of them all.

A low growl greets me when I enter my rooms.

Claws click on the floor as Nox prowls out of the darkness. The Nevenwolf spends most of his time with Shade, the two of them traversing the realm in search of witches. But Nox and I have shared a bond since I shattered the Bloodstones and released him from Ignatius’s thrall. Sometimes, I sense the Nevenwolf’s presence in the empty corridors, or glimpse the sheen of his single crimson eye in the dimness of my chamber, and know that he’s still here, protecting me.

“Hello,” I say as the Nevenwolf approaches, his ears pricked in interest. “I didn’t forget.”

I unwrap the cut of venison I’d taken from the banquet and toss it to him. Nox devours it in two snaps of his jaws, then licks his chops and sits before me, expectant.

“That’s all I have,” I tell him with a laugh, showing him my empty hands.

Nox snorts, petulant. But he nudges his head against my torso and allows me to scratch between his ears. The massive beast’s paws are the size of my face, his teeth sharp enough to rend my flesh to ribbons, but his tail swishes in unmistakable pleasure.

“You know,” I tease, “sometimes I think you’re more cat than Nevenwolf.”

On cue, Nettle lopes out from another room. She trills her greeting, then trots over to swat playfully at Nox’s snout.

“Be careful,” I warn her. “He’s bigger than you are.”

Nettle just meows dismissively, as if to argue that she and the Nevenwolf are exactly the same size. Nox paws at my cat and Nettle pounces, then darts out of his way, promptly careening into a table.

“Watch that,” I scold, catching the pile of books before they topple over. “These are—”

The fire gutters. Shadows slither from the fringes of the room, stitching themselves together into a figure that has become as familiar to me as my own reflection.

“Shade.”

My queen, he rasps, pressing his fist to his chest as he bows.

Malum expands behind my sternum at my Huntsman’s nearness, like calling to like. Since he first appeared to me, Shade has become the most valuable member of this court. It’s through Shade that I learned that Malum is a living force, the shadows as alive as Nettle—which is precisely the reason I initially struggled to harness my abilities. I was attempting to treat my newfound power the way the covens use magic. To bend the shadows to my will. But Malum is different. Intuitive. I don’t require spells or rituals to control that dark force. In fact, I can’t control it at all. Malum chooses to serve me. Because on the night I broke the Veil, it sensed the desire in my heart, one twin to its own: to create a world comprised of solely Malum. And to do that, there cannot be a drop of coven power remaining in Riven.

Malum rumbles behind my sternum.

“Did you find another?” I ask Shade.

In answer, my Huntsman reaches into the shadowy folds of his body and withdraws a crimson orb. He passes it to me, and the Bloodstone crown begins to hum softly on my head, just like it did with Mother’s magic on the eve of my coronation. Just like it does for every other heart my Huntsman fetches me.

“Whose is it?” I ask.

Shade glides across the room and draws back the curtain shielding my mirror. A wisp of shadow curls from his form and snakes into the mirror’s surface. As the darkness spreads, a scene arises: A clearing in a forest, where a woman—a witch—is crouched low. I step closer, anticipation building as I imagine who it might be. Not Mother. From what I gathered through my mirror, she met up with the Heirs shortly after she left the palace and retreated with them to Rycinthia. But the witch I see now could be someone else. Someone with blue eyes who tasted like roses and smelled like juniper.

Jacquetta, a traitorous part of my heart whispers.

The witch at last turns, sunlight illuminating her white skin and green eyes. Not blue. Not Jacquetta’s. Disappointment swoops through my belly and I curse myself for it. Even if the witch were Jacquetta, what difference would it make? She’s made her position perfectly clear.

She was not alone, Shade goes on, gesturing to the mirror. But the others escaped me.

Others. That’s unusual. It’s my understanding that most of the remaining witches in Riven are alone. And it’s been months since Shade found anyone.

“Where was this?” I ask.

The northwest forest, Shade replies. Near Rycinthia.

That piques my interest. I consult a map on a nearby table. It’s a Dwarvian piece, like the one housed in the library, enchanted so that its various landmarks reflect the state of the realm. Miniature trees rustle in an invisible wind, and vein-like rivers rush with currents. Ant-sized citizens trek along the roads mapping the cities and towns. But Riven is much changed from the version on the map I discovered years ago. Now the realm is a patchwork of charred forests and barren fields, where Malum has sunk its teeth into the land. Interestingly, the devastation ends at the border between our realm and Rycinthia. Yet another reason the covens fled: My shadows, including Shade himself, are inexplicably confined to the boundaries of Riven. So what was this witch doing so close to the border? Were she and her coven heading to the relative safety of Rycinthia? Or did they come from there?

“Keep close to that area,” I say to Shade. “See if they return.”

Yes, my queen, he replies. And her?

In the mirror, the witch is still huddled beneath her cloak. She’s older than I am, perhaps around the same age Rhea would have been if my sister were still alive. Out of habit, I rub the place below my left ring finger where Rhea’s faint mark rests. The glowing heart of magic pulses in my grasp. Rhea possessed a heart like this once, before it was poisoned by the Hunt’s arrow.

“Did you ask her?”

Yes, my queen. She refused.

Of course she did. They all refuse.

When I first decided on my path, I instructed Shade to offer the witches a chance to join me. Accept Malum, as I did. Foolishly, I thought that they might. I even envisioned an army of shadow-wielding witches. A family. But they’ve all stubbornly turned their noses up at my generosity. And that’s the glaring difference between Rhea and these witches: My sister didn’t have a choice in her fate. These witches did—and they didn’t choose me.

And why would they? the echo of the old voice goads.

Even now, I still cannot find a way to be rid of it.

But I can be rid of this witch. Or at least her power. Malum swells inside my chest. At my command, my shadows coil around the orb of the witch’s latent magic. The remnants of the Bloodstones pulse red, their glow intensifying as the heart draws nearer. In the next instant, the orb of magic vanishes into the crown, which flares a blinding crimson. In the mirror, the witch jerks upright, clutching at her chest. She emits a single, piercing cry, then folds in on herself and crumples to a heap on the ground. The warped echo of her sobs carries through the chamber. And then the scene in the mirror dims to nothing but silver glass.

“Let me know what you discover,” I say to Shade, ignoring the prick in my own heart. One that feels too much like regret. Like another piece of me has withered and died.

Yes, my queen, my Huntsman replies.

He bows again, then signals to Nox. The Nevenwolf chuffs his farewell, then pads alongside Shade as they’re swallowed by the darkness. Nettle meows, disappointed at losing her playmate, and pounces among the remaining shadows. But I cannot stop thinking of the witch. What was she doing here? And where are the rest of them? Perhaps someone else might know.

“Callen,” I call, returning to my mirror.

The glass ripples and then the imprisoned king’s face rises out of its depths.

“Yes, my queen?” He asks in an irritatingly perfect imitation of Shade’s voice.

Due to the mirror’s magic, Callen’s appearance hasn’t altered at all since I carved out his heart. He still looks to be about forty years old, with high cheekbones and a strong jaw. His white skin—cast in a bluish glow within the glass—is unlined and his black hair doesn’t betray a hint of silver. But Callen’s eyes are his most familiar feature: They’re the color of quicksilver. Even now, that phantom tether attached to my left ribs tugs, pulling on that invisible connection between us.

I ignore the sensation and pour myself a glass of wine from a nearby sideboard. When I bound the king’s heart to the mirror, I assumed that Callen would behave like Mother’s servant did. That he would be obedient and silent, save for when I summon him. I was frustratingly mistaken. Though the mirror’s magic prevents Callen from deceiving me, his unflinching honesty is somehow worse than his lies ever were. The mirror’s spell has stripped him down to his barest form, one that delights in sharing his every needling thought and opinion. One that contorts into knots simply for the pleasure of defying me.

“Send the crows with Shade to the border,” I instruct.

“Must I?” Callen complains. “Those filthy birds are worse than your beast.”

Nettle trots over to the mirror, hops up onto a pedestal, and starts swatting at the imprisoned king.

“Stop that, you mangy animal,” he commands. Nettle merely swishes her tail and continues. I make no move to correct her.

“I don’t recall requesting your opinions.”

“Yes, and I don’t recall requesting to be trapped inside a mirror. Yet here we are.”

“Speaking of that,” I say. “I hope you enjoyed your little stunt earlier with the physicians. It will be your last.”

He sneers. “I suppose we’ll see about that, wife.”

I flinch at the word, even though I was the one to arrange our sham of a marriage. A quick, secretive affair conducted before his privy council could raise enough resistance against it.

“I’m as much your wife as your wasted shell of a body is my husband.”

“That crown on your head suggests otherwise,” Callen replies archly. “Tell yourself what you like, but you owe me. A little gratitude now and again wouldn’t kill you.”

Not for the first time, I wonder if taking Callen’s heart was more trouble than it was worth. Nettle meows, evidently agreeing. But if Callen has spent his imprisonment learning how to irritate me, I’ve done the same with him.

“You know,” I comment, “there was a time when half the court would have been waiting outside your chambers after one of your episodes, desperate for word of your condition. Tonight, no one mentioned it. Not even Weston. Aren’t the two of you supposed to be friends?”

Callen glowers and I know I’ve hit my mark.

“In fact, I don’t recall anyone even speaking of you this evening,” I press, swirling my wineglass. “Soon enough, I wonder if anyone will remember that you exist at all.”

“Oh, really?” Callen asks. “And what about you? You can wear that eyesore of a crown and sit on the throne, but someone is going to figure out what you’ve done. That you’re a—”

“Climber?” I ask, tilting my head. “A whore? A witch? Please, tell me something I haven’t heard a hundred times before.”

Callen’s jaw works, but he remains silent.

“Go on,” I prompt him. “Tell me what I am.”

He battles to keep the words behind his teeth. But the shadows slink toward the glass. My power hums inside me, drawing on the connection between us. Forcing him to obey.

“Tell me,” I repeat.

I step near enough to the glass that I can glimpse my own reflection. My dark, nearly black eyes stark against my white skin. The shards of my Bloodstone crown glittering in the firelight.

“You, my queen,” he spits, “are fairest of them all.”




CHAPTER THREE
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THE WESTERN MINE IS ABOUT A HALF DAY’S JOURNEY FROM THE palace. I depart at first light, Riven rolling by outside the carriage window. Snow has begun to fall, the flakes sticking to the glass. The forest’s trees are gray and barren, their branches like skeletal hands tearing into the sky. It’s only autumn, early in the year for such cold, but we haven’t experienced proper seasons since the Veil fell. I suspect that the interminable gray is yet another symptom of Malum’s return.

Most of the time, the perpetual winter-like state of the realm doesn’t bother me. Occasionally, though, I miss the verdant green of the forest surrounding Stonehaven. The brush of a spring breeze against my skin while I tend the garden. The heavy floral scent of lilies and roses. Will there ever be another summer? Or is this another part of the price I paid for my own power? Shadows drift around me in the carriage.

Would you take it back? I can almost hear them murmur.

No. Not for anything.

“Why did Roland want you to visit?” Joan asks from her place across from me. Her dog, Fitz, is beside her, though only his tiny, fawn-colored ears and black eyes are visible above his nest of blankets.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I reply with a shrug. “His note only stated that there was something I needed to see.”

The carriage jostles over a rut and Fitz huffs at the disturbance.

“That’s rather vague,” Joan comments. “But he’s not one for exaggeration.”

Or friendliness. “Whatever it is, I just hope it doesn’t affect the Dwarves’ weapons shipment. The sooner we move against Rycinthia, the better.”

Joan frowns as she rearranges Fitz’s blankets. “You’re certain that’s the right course?”

“What other course is there?”

“I’m not sure,” she replies. “But isn’t this hard for you? Fighting Rycinthia is one thing, but the witches are your family.”

Family. Do I even know what that word means anymore?

“They might have been my family once. But they’re not now.”

Especially not one of them.

“I just don’t understand,” Joan goes on. “Why are the covens insisting on this war? Surely we all want to get rid of Malum.”

Not all of us. I pick at a loose thread on my blanket. Like everyone else in the realm, Joan views Malum as a curse, not as the power that saved me. That dark force swells behind my sternum, the shadows creeping close. I want no part of a world without them. But Joan wouldn’t understand that. And so I allow her to believe that I attempted to reach out to the covens. That they rejected my offers of peace and instigated the current war. It’s close enough to the truth.

“I’ve stopped trying to guess what they want,” I say.

Joan pauses. “You really haven’t heard from anyone? Not even …”

She trails off, but I can guess who she means: Jacquetta.

I stiffen. Because I have heard from the other witch. Just once, about three months after my coronation. I woke in the dead of night to a raven at my window, one carrying Jacquetta’s single question:

How could you?

Though I’m loath to admit it, the words had haunted me for weeks, rattling around inside my mind like thorns. But soon enough, any shame I felt hardened to anger. Jacquetta obviously knew where I was. She couldn’t be bothered to journey to the palace and speak those words to me herself. In fact, from what I’ve glimpsed in my mirror, she—like Mother—joined with the Heirs. Even after all that talk of tearing down the covens’ hierarchy. In the end, she turned out to be one of them.

She doesn’t matter, the shadows insist, curling around me. Forget her.

I would give anything to be able to do just that.

“No,” I tell Joan. “Not a word.”

“I’m sorry,” she says, sympathetically squeezing my hand. “You deserve better.”

I grant her a small smile in return, smothering the twinge of guilt at having lied to her for so long—about Jacquetta and countless other matters. But the deception is in the details, I reason. Not in the heart of the matter. I do deserve better. And the witches, Jacquetta included, deserve what’s coming to them. Joan will understand that eventually.

And if she does not? that voice asks.

I roll my shoulders against it.

“Speaking of family.” Joan withdraws a letter from her satchel and passes it to me. “I received this from the princess.”

Blodwyn. A slight jolt runs through me, as it always does at the mention of the princess. She’s been staying with her aunt, Princess Margaret, the Duchess of Darryn, a realm to the east.

“It sounds like she’s well,” I comment, scanning the princess’s neat script. “Lots of archery and riding.”

“That’s good to hear,” Joan says. “The poor thing was so ill when she left.”

Which is why Blodwyn was sent away from court in the first place. Shortly after I took the throne, the princess battled fever and complained of visions: strange shapes stalking her through her chambers and terrible nightmares. For a while, part of me worried that I—or at least Malum—caused her condition. I’m not sure how. Mortals can’t detect my shadows. And I knew Shade wouldn’t harm her without my command. Still, I can’t entirely dismiss the feeling that I was responsible.

She is not your concern, that voice reminds me.

In any case, Blodwyn recovered after a few months away from the palace. She remained with her aunt, though, and sends me regular letters about how happy she is at the estate, where she enjoys far more freedom than she did here. With the war continuing, it doesn’t seem like the princess will be returning anytime soon, which is likely better for both of us.

The carriage slows, interrupting my thoughts. I look out the window to find that we’ve reached a village. If it can be called that. The small houses, huts might be a better word, are in shambles, as are the pathetic remnants of what I assume used to be a market. At the clatter of the carriage, several people wander out to line the road, their clothes hanging off their frames. One is a child, a young girl, her cheeks gaunt and her eyes huge when they meet mine.

“How awful.” Joan unwraps the parcel of food at her side and starts tossing pieces of bread and cheese out the window.

“Careful,” I warn, holding her back.

“Ayleth,” she scolds, pulling out of my grasp, “they’re starving.”

And that’s their own doing. Over the years, I’ve discovered that Malum isn’t as malevolent a force as the covens taught me to believe. Instead of attacking Riven at random, Malum seems to select its victims. At first, I couldn’t decipher the pattern. But then Follower uprisings were beset by Nevenwolves. Villages that held to the Order were struck with plague, blight, or other catastrophes. I soon began to realize that such occurrences weren’t coincidences. My shadows were rooting out areas of disloyalty. Claiming the realm. Soon enough, everything will be ours.

“But we barely have enough guards with us as it is.”

“They’re not going to hurt us,” Joan insists. “And I’ve been telling you for ages that we need to send aid to places like this.”

Joan has always possessed a softer heart than mine. During the first year or so of my reign, she brought me countless proposals to help the poor. I ignored them, instead encouraging her to continue her studies to become a healer. The distraction worked—until now. Joan removes a leather pouch from her waist, digs out a few coins, and throws them toward the villagers, who scrabble to collect the gilded pieces.

“We can send food when we get back to the palace,” I tell her. “Just—”

The rest dies on my lips as we pass the remains of a Sanctum. Before the White King’s edict, the massive stone building would have housed a coven. Now the former sanctuary is reduced to a charred husk, the towers all but demolished and the roof caved in. But my attention is fixed to a moss-riddled wall, where a message is scrawled in angry crimson letters:


LONG LIVE THE TRUE QUEEN.



“What on earth is that?” Joan asks, horrified. Even Fitz growls, his ears flattening.

“Nothing,” I say, as much to myself as to Joan. “Parnell warned me of another Follower uprising. They’ve apparently rallied around some imposter who they’re convinced is Meira.”

Fools. There’s only one true queen in Riven. The one who rose from the darkness, just as the prophecy claimed.

And if it was wrong? that voice needles.

I move to yank the curtain closed and spot the young girl again. She keeps watching me until the carriage passes, her blue eyes piercing and intense in a way that makes the hairs on the back of my neck shiver.

A crow calls outside, its cry resonating over the forest.

One for sorrow.

We spend the rest of the ride in relative silence, broken only by Fitz’s snores and the clatter of the carriage wheels. When the Dwarvian village finally rolls into view, I’ve managed to bury the image of the Sanctum and the girl. Which is good, seeing as Roland wastes no time in greeting us. At least, I think it’s meant to be a greeting.

“About time you got here,” the surly Dwarf grouses as he flings open the carriage door.

Like his demeanor, Roland’s appearance is much the same as when I caught him following me in the palace library. Tufts of his wispy white hair stick out from underneath his red cap. His brown skin is wrinkled with his many years. And his multicolored eyes, the color of crushed gemstones, gleam in the sunlight. The only difference in Roland is the pin on his jacket—a gilded pair of pickaxes ringed in a crown, signifying his position as Head of the Guilds. I appointed him shortly after I seized control of the council, needing all the allies I could get. The Dwarves have yet to disappoint me.

“I came as soon as I could,” I say, descending from the carriage. “If you wanted me here faster you should allow me use of the tunnels.”

Roland starts to answer back, but Fitz barks, leaping to the ground and zooming around the Dwarf’s ankles.

“By the Mines!” Roland curses as he nearly trips over the dog. “Watch your—”

“Rollie!” Another Dwarf joins us, a woman. She appears to be a bit younger than Roland, with fewer lines creasing her white skin and hardly any silver in her blond hair, which falls in an intricate braid over her shoulder. “Won’t you introduce me to the queen?”

Rollie? I mouth to Joan. She just shakes her head, as perplexed as I am.

“Oh aye. This is, ah, Mistress W—the queen. And the marquess,” he adds, gesturing to Joan. “And this is Tilda. My, well …”

“Sweetheart,” Tilda supplies, her smile widening.

My jaw nearly drops. Roland has a sweetheart? I cannot imagine anyone tolerating his bristly presence for longer than absolutely necessary. Tilda, though, seems besotted as she loops her arm around Roland’s. The Head of the Guilds shades the color of a ripe strawberry.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Tilda,” Joan says kindly.

“I—yes,” I manage, still gaping between the two Dwarves. “A pleasure.”

“And you, Majesty,” Tilda replies, bobbing a curtsy. “I really must thank you for the chance you’ve given our Roland. We’re all very proud of him. And he speaks so highly of you.”

“Does he?” I arch an eyebrow.

Aside from the instance in which he rescued me from the palace dungeons, the Head of the Guilds has made no secret of the fact that he considers me a great annoyance in his life.

“Aye, well.” Roland scrubs the back of his neck. “Enough of that now, Tilda. Don’t be bothering the queen. We have business.”

“It’s no bother,” I insist. “In fact, I would love to hear more about what Roland says.”

“That’s not—”

“You must come for dinner, then,” Tilda says, brightening. “Roland and I keep a cottage in the forest farther out. It would be our pleasure to host you.”

“I’m sure the queen has no time for that,” Roland attempts.

“Oh, it would be my honor,” I say. Fitz barks, as if to second this opinion.

Roland scowls at me. “Right, then. Dinner it is.”

“I’d best get ready.” Tilda peels herself away and hurries off.

Another group of Dwarves, who are all talking excitedly and glancing in my direction, intercepts her. I share another look with Joan, both of us hardly able to contain our amusement.

“She’s very pretty,” Joan comments.

“Rollie,” I add.

“That’s enough out of you two.” Roland jabs his finger between us. “Did you come here to see the Mine or to meddle?”

“Meddle,” we reply in unison, earning another furious glare.

I expect him to fire off another retort. But Roland just waves us off with a grumble and storms away, leaving Joan and me to dissolve in a fit of giggles.

“We shouldn’t be so mean,” Joan says, still laughing. “I’m happy for him.”

“Yes, well, I just hope she”—I nod in Tilda’s direction—“understands what she’s getting herself into.”

Roland pauses halfway toward the square.

“You coming?” he calls back at me. “Or did you need a parade?”

Joan laughs again. “Have fun.”

“I’ll do my best,” I say dryly, then pick up my skirts and follow the Dwarf.




CHAPTER FOUR
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THOUGH WE’RE JUST HOURS FROM THE WHITE PALACE, THE Dwarvian village seems an entire world away from court. Dwarves mill about the quaint, thatched-roof homes, completing their chores or visiting the merchant stalls set up in the square, where the smells of roasting meat and fresh bread hang heavy in the air. I slow my pace as we pass a display of wares—an enchanted wooden bird that flaps its wings lifts off the table. A dagger engraved with Dwarvian runes. Like everything the Dwarves create, the craftsmanship is impeccable. Even the eaves of their homes are decorated with carvings of screaming hawks, bears’ heads, or dragon-like creatures. Stained-glass windows shine in the sunlight. Details as small as door hinges are works of art. Where so much of Riven is riddled with blight or disease, it’s refreshing to see a place that is alive and thriving—yet further proof that Malum is selective in what, and who, it targets.

“Roland!” another Dwarf calls, drawing our attention to where a few Dwarvian men are standing together near a market stall and drinking what I assume is ale. “Come and join us?”

“Aye,” another shouts, raising his tankard. “Sam here says he can best you at Castles.”

“Not now,” Roland calls back. “Got business with the queen.”

I wave at them and their mouths flop open. Frothy ale spills over the rim of their glasses as they scramble to snatch their hats off their heads and bow.

“You’re certainly
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