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Chapter One
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Arynne paused on the garden path, her face raised towards the Starspire. The towering steeple of magical crystal spread warmth over her, fueling her, and tempting her to bring her fire magic to the surface. Instead she drew the Starspire’s energy into her blood until it seeped into her bones and warmed her to the core. 

Bolstered by the heat and light, she mentally toyed with the heartbond that still simmered in the corners of her mind, like a child tugging at a loose thread on a garment. Even though it had been an agonizing two mooncycles since his banishment, she could still sense her beloved Kay’s existence. It dwelt within her as a quiet, calming energy, a sense of him that nothing could take from her. Easily forgotten but never absent. 

Occasionally a burst of strong emotion would make its way through the bond, jerking her out of her complacency, but not often. No, usually if she wanted to be aware of him, she had to focus, to reach out. Even then she wasn’t sure how much of her made it through the magical bindings to wherever he was in the frozen wastes of Frorheim.  

She supposed she should feel guilty for being relieved their bond remained. It endangered the kingdom, prevented her from bonding with Kay’s brother to fulfil the prophecy and prevent the return of the dreaded sorcerer Athan ... and it held Kay to his life oath, preventing him from returning to the Starspire—upon pain of death—until their bond was removed. Though her mind knew all that, her heart treasured her one remaining connection to the man she’d come to love so swiftly but so strongly. As long as the heartbond existed, she knew he was safe and well. 

She let out a sigh and took a step to continue her walk. The moonnotches—Frorheim’s equivalent of one resting-time and one waking-time—spent with nothing to do but wait and hope wore at her. At first she’d attempted to come up with some scheme, some plan, to force Kay’s father to lift the banishment, but as idea after idea came to naught, she’d grown frustrated. Instead, she’d taken to memorizing the ins and outs of Frorian court-life and culture. The more she knew about this strange land, the better equipped she’d be to get her way while living there. If growing up a Solean princess had taught her anything, it was that politics were a game, and to win a game, one needed to know the rules. 

A questioning “chirrup” caused her to turn. Her snow-white cat-owl, Sol, stood in the path, wings folded against his back, amber eyes gazing up at her in anticipation. 

“Sorry, boy. I forgot. We were going to play, weren’t we?” She stretched out her hand. Sol flapped his wings to rise to the level of her fingers, butted his head against her palm, then settled on the path, licking his front paws. His back limbs resembled the owl-half of his makeup, partially feathered and tipped with glinting talons. 

Grinning, she reached into the pouch hanging from the sash about her waist and pulled out a small leather ball. Sol’s spine stiffened, his wings quivering. Arynne tossed the ball into the sky.

With a hoot of delight, Sol darted after it, his wings propelling him through the air. He caught the ball in his hind-talons before it could begin its descent and circled back down to drop it at Arynne’s feet. 

“Good boy!” She grinned. She picked up the ball and threw it again. Again the cat-owl retrieved it. 

They played until she lost count of how many times she’d thrown the toy. Sometimes she’d try variations, feinting to throw in one direction only to toss it in the other, throwing it forward instead of up, aiming it over the garden wall. Sol never missed. Soon her arm was sore, and sweat formed on her brow. 

Arynne dabbed at her face with a handkerchief. “Can’t we take a break, boy?”

Sol landed before her and flapped his wings with a peevish, “Mee-hoo.” 

“Oh, all right, a few more.” She hefted the ball into a hedge. Sol crashed into the greenery with a snapping of twigs and the frantic cries of a frightened squirrel whose nest he’d disturbed. 

“Seems like he has you trained rather than the other way around,” a voice laughed. 

Grinning, Arynne spun to greet Prince Olyn’s gentle smile and sparkling blue eyes. “Well, it’s your fault. You got him for me.” 

Sol bounded out of the hedge, ball in his jaws. Instead of dropping it, he leaped into Arynne’s arms and snuggled against her neck, purring. 

“You should’ve known I wouldn’t be able to resist his charms.” She rubbed the cat-owl under his chin. 

Olyn’s face fell. “Actually ... getting him for you was Kay’s idea. He thought you’d like something to care for.”

Arynne’s hold on Sol loosened. “Oh ...” Her throat tightened. 

“I wasn’t supposed to tell you, I don’t think, but with him gone—it seems wrong for me to take credit for that.” He motioned down the path to where a stone bench sat beside the fish pond. “Would you like to rest and speak for a moment?” 

She nodded, and together they walked towards the bench. Growing restless, Sol wriggled from her arms and flew into the nearest tree. A shriek of displeasure from a steel-blue stonejay suggested he’d found a nest to worry. Arynne and Olyn sat down, staring at the insects skating across the surface of the water. 

“Have you heard anything from him?” she whispered. 

Olyn let out a breath then shook his head. “Vague reports of wardens combing the road to the pass for grims and escorting merchants and other travelers who make their way into the land—I’m assuming he’s a part of that group, but no direct word of him.” He slipped his hand onto her shoulder. “I think you probably know more than I do, considering ... well, you know.” 

She did, but between the distance and lack of real news, she could’ve used something concrete. 

“Speaking of which.” Olyn scratched at his blond beard. “There’s a group of merchants preparing to leave the Starspire soon, and I believe Solea will be on their route. We haven’t had an opportunity to send word to your family since you got here, but we should at least inform your brother that you are safe and well—and we can pass along any personal correspondence you desire.” 

Arynne grimaced. She considered what that letter would read like. 

Dear Brother,

You remember how I defied your will and manipulated you into allowing me to travel to Frorheim to marry their prince, Olyn, so I could fulfil their prophecy to save the kingdom and keep the dark sorcerer Athan from returning? Well, I arrived safely, after nearly dying in an avalanche, being pursued by evil shadowy monsters called grimwolves, and accidentally falling in love with one of my guards who turned out to be the brother of my betrothed traveling incognito. 

Oh, and when I did get here, the magical heartbond ceremony that was supposed to bond me with Olyn bonded me to Kajik instead, and because of that the kingdom’s fate is in question, Kajik got banished to never return on penalty of death, and now half the kingdom hates me. 

But I’m learning the local poetry and have an adorable pet cat-owl, so it’s not all bad. 

Sincerely, 

The sister you said was too impulsive and camel-headed to ever be a queen.

There was a lot she didn’t want to share with her brother, King Vanya. Well, at least she could tell him she was all right physically, even if everything else was a disaster.  

Sol darted out of tree, screeching stonejay on his tail, and dove beneath the bench. He worked his way under Arynne’s skirts and curled around her ankles, purring. The defeated bird returned to its nest. The wind rustled the leaves around them, bringing with it a cool breeze. Arynne drew her cloak about her shoulders. The sun never set on Solea, her sandy but delightfully warm and bright homeland. Coming to the cold and dark land of Frorheim, where the only lights were the stars, the moon, and occasional havens that had sprung up around the magical starshards, great crystals that gave off heat and warmth and allowed settlements to plant crops and live without freezing to death, had been an adjustment to say the least. However, with everything else that had occurred since her arrival, the change in climate was the least of her worries. 

Olyn kept his eyes on the pond, though they lacked focus and his expression was one of deep thought. That didn’t bode well. Even pensive Olyn wouldn’t ask her to speak with him just so he could stare into space. 

“Did you come down here just to tell me about the merchants?” she finally asked. 

Olyn fiddled with the ring on his right hand, a silver band set with an enhanced starshard that allowed him a connection to the Starspire and access to its magic. “No. I mean, I wanted to tell you and check on your general well-being, but I did have a purpose beyond that.” He grimaced as if whatever it was he wanted to say pained him. “While I was under the impression everyone involved wanted the heartbonding ceremony to remain a secret, it’s gotten out that it happened and that something went wrong. That, combined with the fact that you and I still aren’t married or making any steps to plan a wedding, has the populace talking.” 

A chill shot through her. “Are they ... what are they saying?”

“A lot of guesses, a lot of rumors, nothing coming near the exact truth, though a lot of fear about what it means for the kingdom and the prophecy. If the Star Prince cannot bond with the Sun Princess, then will Athan return? And if so, what will happen to Frorheim?”

“About what we should expect, I guess.” Her mouth pinched. “I had hoped we could avoid public scrutiny until we had an idea of what to do about it. I’m under enough pressure from your father.” 

Olyn’s nose wrinkled, and he angled away from her.

“What?” Arynne narrowed her eyes at him.

He groaned. “I have a suspicion that the reason the word of the failed ceremony got out so quickly was my father. He was careful about who he allowed to be aware of the attempt once Clindt suggested it might fail the first time. The few people who absolutely had to be in the know are either unquestioningly loyal to him or scared to death of him ... or both. Mostly both.” 

Her eyes widened. “Why would he do that, though?” King Evyd was paranoid about maintaining an appearance of strength and control. That he’d not only allow but encourage rumors of his failed plans to circulate was baffling.

“For exactly the reason you just suggested: to put you under more pressure. He wants you to try the heartbond removal magic my Aunt Friya schemed up.” 

“The one your cousin Clindt thought was likely to kill me?” Arynne frowned.

“Calculated risk. The more people he can turn against you, the more likely you’ll give in to his wishes the next time he brings it up.” 

“Well, he’ll be waiting an awful long time if his plan is to bully me into doing what he wants.” 

Olyn squeezed her shoulder. “Good.” He stood. “I am meeting with the local craftsmen to deal with some conflict over pricing this brightening.”

“Sounds ... interesting.” Arynne rose and gathered Sol up into her arms.

“Not really, but it got heated enough to bring the crown into it. Father prefers that I take on the more mundane aspects of rulership—both as practice for my eventual kingship and to save him the headaches.” He offered her his hand. “Do you want me to travel you back to your chambers?”

“That would be wonderful, thank you.” 

Olyn took her hand, and a tingle of gentle magic swelled around them. Instantly they were standing in the hallway outside her chambers. In the past, Olyn had been able to teleport her directly into her room. However, recently many rooms in the palace had been warded to prevent people from traveling in and out—specifically Kay, but it affected all with the traveling ability. 

Like many Frorians, Olyn had two magical abilities, one inherited from his mother—traveling which allowed him to teleport—and one from his father—starcasting, the ability to manipulate light to use as a weapon or shield. Unlike any other Frorian, besides his father, Olyn’s position as Star Prince, as well as his heirloom ring, allowed him to draw from the Starspire to enhance his abilities. While other travelers tired after teleporting long distances or when carrying heavy burdens, such as another person, Olyn barely felt the strain. Though Kay had similar magic, he’d nearly killed himself on more than one occasion, traveling Arynne away from danger. 

“Thank you,” Arynne repeated. Sol hopped out of her arms and rubbed up against the doorframe, eager to get inside to nap on his favorite perch. 

“If I hear anything more about Kay or the heartbond or my father, I’ll let you know,” Olyn said.

“And if anything comes through the heartbond that gives me news of Kay, I’ll let you know.” 

“Thank you.” He leaned in for a quick hug. She allowed her head to rest upon his shoulder for a moment before patting his back and withdrawing. 

“I’ll see you at dinner,” she said before entering her room. 

Sol immediately sprang from the floor of the little sitting room. He soared into the corner where a basket hanging in front of the room’s lone window provided a perch with a view. 

Arynne shivered. Her gaze fell upon the fireplace. The roaring fire had died to a few glowing coals during her walk. Grunting, she crossed to it, tossed a firestone from the small stack next to the hearth onto the coals, and channeled her magic down her arm. Flames leaped from her hand onto the stone, catching it immediately aflame and filling the room with a pleasant glow. While fire magic was a somewhat common ability in her homeland, no Frorians possessed it, which made it even more fun to play with. Walking into a room and lighting a fire or even just a candle was an easy way to impress strangers. No need to deal with cumbersome flint and tinder when one had fire literally at one’s fingertips. The firestones took to her fire much quicker than wood, though they burned quickly and lacked the pleasant smell. Olyn had told her that miners dug the light, porous rocks from various quarries around Frorheim. While they sometimes still used wood for heat, it was considered a luxury. 

That sorted, she called out, “Sigid, are you lurking?” 

The door leading to Arynne’s bathing chambers opened, and a woman a few starcycles older than Arynne with brown hair and a smattering of freckles entered the room. She held out a swatch of various wool, thread, and textile strands, all of which were braided into tight cords—with differing levels of success. “I’ve been practicing. I think I’m almost ready to get your hair the way it was when you came here.” 

Arynne took the swatch and examined Sigid’s handiwork. The maid was getting better. 

In Solea the people were primarily dark skinned—so different from the pale Frorians. Arynne stood out from the populace here with her warm brown skin tones, but she didn’t mind that. What she did mind was how difficult it had proven to teach her handmaiden how to care for the tight coils of her hair. Arynne had brought a handmaiden with her from Solea, but the woman, Elfrida, had died in an avalanche, leaving Arynne with no one who knew how to braid properly or add in colored wool to lengthen the strands, or beads, or any of the other things that had made her feel like the princess she was when she’d lived in her homeland. Of course, Arynne would’ve shaved her hair off if it meant getting Elfrida, or any of their companions lost in the snows, back. Elfrida had practically raised Arynne after the death of Arynne’s parents, and the loss still ached if she allowed herself to linger on it.  

“We might try it soon,” she said, forcing her mind to practical matters so she wouldn’t sink into sadness. “It takes longer than you would think when dealing with a full head of hair rather than just a few strands tied to a bit of wood, so we should start some brightening when I don’t have anywhere to be for a while.” 

“Of course.” Sigid took the swatch and slipped it into the pocket of her apron. “Though, if you don’t mind me saying so, your current look is quite alluring.” She nodded to the curls that circled Arynne’s face like a halo around the moon. “Men like hair they can run their fingers through, you know?” 

Arynne grimaced. 

Sigid flushed. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have ... I mean, you are bound to work out the complications between you and the princes sooner or later. If you ask me, they’re both fine examples of their sex, either of which any girl would be happy to tie herself to. Tall, broad shouldered, those blue eyes.” She gave an exaggerated shiver. “It’s just whether you prefer your tea dark or light, if you know what I mean.” 

Arynne groaned. “They’re human beings, not some sort of liquid sustenance to be consumed.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Plenty of men enjoy being devoured.” Sigid winked. 

Someone rapped on the door. 

“I’ll get that.” Sigid hurried to open it and immediately dropped into a curtsy. “Oh, Lady Friya. I didn’t expect you.”

Arynne whirled about, eyes widening. Friya was the king’s sister and the aunt to both princes. A cold, calculating woman, the last time she’d been in Arynne’s chambers, she’d attempted to overpower the girl and force her to undergo an untried magical procedure to remove her heartbond with Kay. Fire tingled in Arynne’s hands at the memory, and Sol stood up on his perch, back arched, fangs bared. The cat-owl hissed. 

Friya pushed her way past Sigid without a word and narrowed her eyes at Arynne. 

“We need to talk. Alone.” 

Arynne arched an eyebrow. “Considering our history, I would rather not speak to you without allies or at least witnesses.” 

Friya sniffed. “Grudges are counterproductive. The ability to use people even if they have stood against you in the past is a skill you must learn if you are to survive Frorian politics, my dear.” 

“The ability to learn from my mistakes and recognize patterns of behavior has saved me much pain in the past, and I would not set aside lessons gathered from previous conflicts so easily ... my dear.” Arynne frowned back. 

“Well said.” Friya sighed. “But I am bringing you an opportunity that I think you will wish to hear out. Princess Arynne, how would you like to get Prince Kajik back from the wastes?”
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Chapter Two
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Arynne’s heart leaped within her. Could Friya be serious? Did she really have a plan that could end Kay’s banishment and bring him safely home? Still, no matter how alluring the promise, Arynne had to be careful. While not as volatile or camel-headed as her brother, Friya was still manipulative and cutthroat, just in a quiet, calculating way that as far as Arynne was concerned made her more dangerous. Any offer she made could be medicine laced with poison. 

“I do desire Kajik’s return,” Arynne said cautiously. 

“Then ask your maid to step out for a few minutes. Long enough to fetch you some tea should be enough.” 

Sigid searched Arynne’s face. Arynne nodded. 

Still looking uncertain, Sigid left them alone. 

Arynne crossed to Sol’s perch and stroked his silky fur and pristine wings. The creature mee-ooled before curling up in a tight ball, wings folded, but eyes still alert and glaring at Friya. 

“Well, what is your plan?” Arynne asked. “I can’t imagine anything that would lead to Evyd pardoning Kajik. He hates the prince to an unsound degree.” Kajik had been an unwanted second son, born with a vague but troubling prophecy that he would be surrounded by the shadow of dark magic. Unable to kill his child, due to Frorheim’s egalitarian justice system, the king had contented himself with abusing and berating him for all twenty-one starcycles of the young man’s life ... until the heartbond with Arynne gave Evyd an excuse to lash out and banish Kay altogether. 

“My brother is stubborn and as stuck in his ways as a man with his trousers frozen to a block of ice.” Friya snorted. “There is another solution beyond removing the heartbond, one he will never consider because, whatever his proud words, he does not value the kingdom more than his own life and power.”

Arynne tilted her head. She did not trust Friya, but she needed hope, needed a way she could save Frorheim without throwing away her or Kajik’s life. “What do you mean?”

“The prophecy does not name Prince Olyn specifically.” Friya tapped her toe as if having to explain this was tedious. “It says only the Star Prince, the heir to the throne with the bond to the Starspire.”

“I know that.” Arynne scowled back. If Friya was only there to repeat things she’d already heard and treat Arynne like an idiot, then Arynne had no time for her. She moved closer to Friya, leaving Sol to sulk. “The first thing I thought of was whether the prophecy could mean Kajik, not Olyn, but the only way Kajik will be the heir is if something happens to Olyn.” She couldn’t even bring herself to say “if Olyn dies.” Though she did not love him with the passion she felt for his younger brother, she’d come to care deeply for the thoughtful, selfless prince. Perhaps more importantly, Kay loved his brother more than life itself. He would die before he considered Olyn sacrificing himself for the rest of them. “I wouldn’t want that to happen.” 

“That is a way for the title of Star Prince to transfer, but it is not the only way.” Friya smiled smugly. “If King Evyd passes away before Olyn has, himself, sired a male heir, then Olyn will be king and will receive the complete bond with the Starspire. In those specific circumstances, the title of Star Prince passes to the next male in line, even if it is a brother rather than a son.”

Arynne’s breath abandoned her. “Kay ...” she whispered.

“Yes, Prince Kajik. It has happened a few times in our history, though the title is transferred once the king’s firstborn arrives. Athan, even, bore the title of Star Prince for the few weeks he managed to keep peace after Evyd’s coronation ... though the power was stripped from him by the star spirits before his banishment to the Lingering Dark.”

Arynne inhaled slowly to calm herself. Evyd was hardly a good man. He despised his younger son. Even Olyn, who he claimed to love, he treated more like a useful tool than a person he held in affection. Still, to wish any man dead, even one she loathed as much as Evyd, just didn’t seem the sort of thing a good princess should do. 

Oh, but if he died and Olyn were king and Kay the Star Prince, things would be so much better.

She shook her head, trying to clear away the futile hope. While older, Evyd still seemed healthy and strong. She had never asked his age, but considering that his sons were in their early twenties and that he still had his full vitality, he was unlikely to be more than sixty—perhaps nearer to fifty. Could she really count on him dying before the sorcerer Athan’s prophesied return? Of course, Evyd had been king before his sons were even born, which meant his father couldn’t have lived to be very old. Maybe their family line lacked the stamina for long life. 

“If you don’t mind me asking, Lady Friya, how old were your parents when they passed on?” 

“My mother was in her seventies, but my father only fifty-three.”

Arynne brightened, but shame immediately washed through her. Her cheeks warmed. 

“If you are hoping Evyd will die of natural causes, then I don’t wish to mislead you,” Friya said, in a voice that, even though they were alone, Arynne still felt was far too loud for the subject at hand. “Our father died by a knife wound in the dimming. Athan, probably, though it was never proven. They were always at odds while Evyd and our father were as alike as twin elk-calves.”

“I see.” Arynne’s stomach twisted. The serenity with which Friya discussed her brother’s death as a possible solution as well as the comment about “natural causes” suggested the conversation was about to take a dark turn. Arynne decided to play dense. “It seems we are at the mercy of fate, then, unless you are suggesting we somehow convince King Evyd to take his own life.” 

“Don’t play coy, my dear,” Friya scoffed. “You have no fondness for Evyd. I would venture to say no one in this kingdom does. Even his son and heir bears him only a passive deference rather than active affection, and can you blame him?”

“Not really.” Arynne shifted from foot to foot. “That said, it is a large leap from disdain and dislike to ... murder.” She managed to get the word out. Even as her conscience resisted, her heart longed to believe it could be that easy. Dislike did not begin to encompass the contempt she felt for Evyd. She’d seen him bully Kay until the young man’s spirit bent to the breaking. He’d manipulated Olyn. He was cruel and capricious. If anyone she’d ever met deserved death, it was him. Still, she had learned to value life, all life, and as despicable as Evyd was, she could not name a crime he had committed worthy of execution. “I am not sure I am comfortable being party to a cold-blooded killing.” 

“Consider it a sacrifice for the good of all.” Friya waved her hand dismissively. “Now, I very much wish to avoid witnesses to this conversation, so let’s stop playing politics and talk solutions. If King Evyd dies, his son Kajik, who you attest to love, will be able to return. He will carry the title of Star Prince at no cost to his brother, who it seems you’ve also come to care for. The kingdom will have its prophesied bond between a Star Prince and a Sun Princess, meaning Athan’s return will be thwarted. The kingdom will scarcely mourn the loss of one king and will delight in their newfound safety, so only one question remains.” Friya reached into the pouch hanging from her sash and drew out a small glass vial and a jagged blade. “Do you prefer to work with knives or poison?”

Arynne’s jaw dropped, and for a moment she found no words. “You want me to kill him?”

Friya sat in the chair beside the fireplace and folded her hands over the instruments of death. A silver ring with a single jet black stone stood out against her pale skin. “Obviously. If not, why would I approach you? No assassin hired off the street, even if I knew of such a scoundrel dwelling in the light of the Starspire, which I do not, could get close enough to my brother. He is powerful, protected, and paranoid. A deadly mix that few would challenge ... but you, girl, he underestimates. You have full run of the palace, access to areas where he could be easily caught off guard. Reason to be near what he eats and drinks.”

“As do you!” Arynne snapped.

“Dear one, if I were to kill him, the kingdom would demand my head. I’m a mother and grandmother, the leader of the seers in Frorheim, and an important member of the king’s council. The kingdom will never be able to smoothly transition from the rule of Evyd to the rule of Olyn without my insight and expertise.” 

Arynne didn’t try to hide her disdain. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that I was the only disposable inhabitant of the palace.”

Friya shrugged. “The laws of our land do not pardon murder, no matter the status or wealth of the culprit. However, you, Princess Arynne, are a unique case. The prophecy demands a Sun Princess. You are the only chance we have. If Evyd were to die at your hands, the populace may wish for justice, but by dooming you, they would doom themselves. They will not risk it.”

“An easy gamble to make when you won’t be the one throwing the dice,” Arynne said dryly. 

“I suppose, but what gain has there ever been without some risk?” Friya stood. “I’ll leave you to think on it. Also, don’t think of betraying me by telling my brother of this conversation. Remember, he doesn’t trust you, dear, but I am his longtime advisor and his blood. He trusts me implicitly.”

“Trust that is obviously unmerited.” Arynne gave a wry laugh. 

“I only want what is best for Frorheim, which, as its king, should be my brother’s utmost concern as well.”

Arynne very much doubted Evyd would appreciate his sister’s patriotism. Still, Friya had a point. Evyd saw Arynne as a traitor who had ruined his carefully laid plans by falling in love with the wrong son. Also, if Friya was willing to consider killing her brother as a way to save the country, Arynne couldn’t count on her own indispensability. 

Friya rose, set the vial and the knife on the side table next to her chair, and crossed to Arynne. She grasped the girl’s shoulder. A shock of static passed between them, not an unusual sensation in that cold, dry land, but more intense than usual. An unaccounted for unease crept through Arynne’s blood, prickling her skin like spider’s feet. Arynne managed not to flinch away and even returned Friya’s icy stare without blinking. 

Friya gave a brief nod. “Consider what I say. If you find the courage you need to complete the task, your darling Kajik’s banishment would be at an end.” 

Arynne’s jaw clenched. “Courage is not what I lack in this particular instance.”

“Call it cowardice or discretion, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that this is the only way to save both the kingdom and the two princes. Every other path inevitably leads to either Kajik or Olyn’s death.” Friya turned and walked out, leaving a cold, unsettled feeling stirring in Arynne’s breast. 

Arynne collapsed onto the couch with her head in her hands. She wanted to, needed to, keep both brothers safe and alive, but to kill a man in cold blood? Also, what if Friya was wrong and the kingdom considered her crime unpardonable? She needed someone to talk to, someone she could trust, but she couldn’t bring this to Olyn. As awful as his father was, Olyn had far too much integrity to ever consider as foul an act as murder. Arynne ... well, if she twisted it around, she could see Evyd’s death as for the greater good. He was a bad man. The kingdom needed to be safe.

Standing again, she picked up the vial and turned it in her hand. Her fingers slipped easily over the cool, smooth glass. She toyed with the wax seal with her nail. The liquid inside was clear as water. It could be easily hidden in the alcohol Evyd partook of every dimming. If the old man dropped dead after a drunken raging, well, he would not be the first to die in such a way. Would the populace suspect poison?

You can get away with it, a cold version of her own voice rasped in her head. No one would suspect. Remember how he nearly killed Kay? How he called him worthless? A mistake? You could show that tyrant how little worth he truly has. Kay would return. Kay would be able to love you. 

Her hand trembled. She couldn’t really be considering this ... but she was. It would solve so many problems, and the cost was only one man’s life. 

He’s a nothing. A blight on his own kingdom. A cancer who has eaten away at his sons’ souls for over two decades. A beast, and a beast should be put down. A beast should die—

“Princess Arynne!” 

A rapping at the door combined with Sigid’s voice sent a jolt through Arynne. The vial slipped from her grasp, but she caught it with her second hand. “Are you alone? Can I come back in?”

Snatching the knife, she looked around for a hiding place. A small, wooden writing desk sat near Sol’s perch. 

“Just a moment!” Arynne rushed to the desk, pulled open a drawer filled with spare quills and ink pots, and shoved the instruments of death into the back. Sol gave an inquiring, “Mee-oot?” Arynne picked him up, clutching him to her breast to hide her shaking, and rushed to open the door for Sigid.

The maid carried a tray with a steaming clay teapot painted with white and blue flowers, two matching cups, a dish of tiny tarts filled with deep purple jam, and a bowl of what appeared to be petite lavender flowers. 

“I figured if you were going to have it out with that female snowbear, you’d need something to restore yourself afterwards.” Sigid clicked her tongue. She placed the tray on a small table near the fireplace. “Frostberry tarts and sugared balda flowers.” 

In spite of her frayed nerves, Arynne drew closer. “Sugared flowers?”

Sigid pinched one of the blossoms by its stem and held it up. Sure enough, the miniscule petals glistened with crystals of sugar. “It’s a delicacy. Try it.” 

Arynne popped the flower into her mouth. She crunched on the sugary crust coating the flower, releasing sweetness. As her teeth crushed the delicate petals, a pleasant floral taste spread over her tongue, mild but unique. A smile flitted across her face. “Thank you, Sigid. This is just what I need.” 

“What did Lady Friya want with you?” Sigid poured two cups of steaming tea and handed one to Arynne as they both sat in comfortable chairs. 

Arynne stared at the flickering flames within the hearth. “Nothing good.” 

With a long “hooo,” Sol winged across the room to inspect what the ladies were eating. Sigid laughed as she shooed him away, and Arynne forced a smile. 

Something dark, unexpected, and a little frightening whispered within her. Maybe this was the only way. Maybe Kajik could only live if Evyd were to die. 

Arynne loved Kay more than life, but did she love him enough to kill? 
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Chapter Three
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Kay squinted through the darkness lit only by the moon glistening off the pristine snow. A dark fog obscured the stars on the horizon, fog where a starshard, one of the brilliant crystals that gave light to their otherwise dark and freezing world, should’ve been. 

“Could it just be low clouds?” Crede, a young warden under Kay’s command, didn’t sound convinced. 

“Somehow I doubt it.” Kay double checked his sword in its sheath. While as a son of the royal line, he had access to starcasting magic, using it for any length of time exhausted him. He preferred to trust his blade instead when at all possible. 

Frost crusted his dark beard. Pulling his fur-lined hood over his head, he motioned to the two remaining wardens on his team—both of whom crouched a few yards back behind a jagged out-cropping of black rock. They crept closer. 

“Do you think this is it, Starwarden?” Frole, a veteran fighter almost ten starcycles older than Kay asked. 

Kay gave a brief nod. They’d spent the last mooncycle tracking a pack of grimwolves, animals that had somehow become exposed to dark magic and turned into shadowy, mindless killers who hunted but did not eat. They’d managed to engage the pack a few times before it scattered, but along the way Kay had noticed other disturbing signs: other wildlife wandering aimless and sick, away from the starshards rather than towards them. 

Most animals in Frorheim grouped near one of two sources of ready food. The largest was the Grinding Ice, a massive inland sea full of fish and other aquatic life that allowed seabirds, seals, and whales to thrive, but also drew snowbears, wolves, and even humans to its shores for the hunting. However, aside from that there were dozens of starshard sanctuaries scattered throughout the frozen wastes. The largest, and most well-known, was the Starspire in the light of which the Frorian’s only true city had sprung up, but several smaller starshards lit circles of land large enough to support farming and herding communities. Even more common were the still smaller shards that created an oasis of light and warmth that might not be large enough to support a village but which gave succor to perhaps a meadow of green grass or a grove of trees. 

Frorian animals tended to wander between these points of light, herds of moss-elk staying long enough to eat the grass or strip trees of leaves before moving on to the next starshard and allowing the plants to regrow. Wolves would follow the elk. 

The animals Kay and his men encountered, however, were walking farther into the darkness, along paths that would lead them away from rather than towards any known starshards. Both large animals, like moss-elk, and small, such as squirrels and stoats, staggering to inevitable death by starvation and cold. When approached, they’d attack blindly, mad and thoughtless with no regard for their own safety.

Though he’d never seen it in his lifetime, Kay had heard about this illness: the dark tether. The creatures had somehow been exposed to evil spirits, corrupting powers leaking out of the Lingering Dark, like infection spreading through a wound. 

If such a tear existed in the boundary between the mortal realm and the Lingering Dark, Kay needed to find and close it.

“There’s something off in the air,” grunted Idyne, the third member of Kay’s group. He was about Kay’s age, red-bearded, and surly, a useful fighter when his temper was in check. “I can’t put my speartip on it, but whatever it is, I don’t trust it.”

“Neither do I.” Kay scanned the slopes of the valley, charting a way down that skirted the clouds. “We need to stay close together. We don’t know what we’ll find down there.” 

The men formed a line, Kay at the lead, Frole bringing up the rear. Every few steps, Kay poked at the ground before him with a pole. With the thick layer of white covering the landscape, crevices could easily hide. However, the terrain here proved solid, and they made the valley floor without incident. 

Frole scanned the skies. “I don’t like this. Even with the clouds, we should be able to see the starshard from here.”

“Could we be farther away than we think we are?” Crede asked, again his tremulous tone belying his hopeful words. Kay winced inwardly. Maybe he’d been wrong and Crede was still too young for this sort of mission. Still, the youth couldn’t stay soft-skinned forever. Time to make some calluses. 

“Not unless the skies have changed or I’ve forgotten my starcharting,” Frole snorted. “How do we proceed, Starwarden?”

Kay exhaled, and his breath fogged before him. Anything could be hidden in that soup of clouds, and the flat, sloping valley leading up to it offered no cover. “We go in, stay close together, and see if we can find the rift. Once we have found it, you three watch my back while I close it.” He snapped his fingers, summoning a spark of starlight. “If there were any animals in the area when the rift appeared, they might have been corrupted into grims. Even a stoat or a squirrel is dangerous under that influence. Keep your eyes and ears open and watch each other’s backs.” 

The group moved forward. A low whistling wind swept across the landscape, spitting flakes of fine snow into Kay’s face. He tugged his hood lower and put his head down. Shoulders squared against the elements, the men tramped across the snow. Soon the clouds loomed before them like a bulwark. The hairs on Kay’s scalp rose as an uneasy energy washed over him, like a combination of spider’s legs on his skin and the sensation he got when he woke up having slept heavily on one arm. Beside him, Crede whimpered. 

“Who brought shard lanterns?” Kay asked as his men gaped up at the wall of lurid vapor. 

Frole and Idyne dug in their packs before bringing out their lanterns: metal hooks attached to fist-sized starshard fragments. When they fastened these to their packs, comforting circles of light spread out from the lanterns. Crede’s posture noticeably relaxed. 

Kay nodded his approval. “Stay alert. We need to find the rift, close it, and get back to camp.”

With one last breath of cold clear air, the small group plunged into the darkness. 

The fog prickled against Kay’s skin like a thousand marsh-gnat bites. His shoulders hunched, but he pressed forward. 

The faint light from the shard lanterns chased the darkness away, though tendrils of mist occasionally snaked into the light, reaching for the men’s ankles. Crede gasped and leaped to the side when one such strand wrapped about his boot. He shook it off, and it broke apart like smoke on the breeze. 

“It’s like it’s alive,” he whispered. 

“Some say it is.” Idyne scowled. “Darks spirits spreading foul magic.”

Crede’s mouth dropped open. “But it looks like smoke.”

“It’s just a legend. Not sure if it has any merit.” Idyne shrugged. “They also say the starshards are full of star spirits, and I’ve never seen proof of that either.”

“That’s actually true,” Kay interrupted. He remembered during the heartbond ceremony, when the light from a starshard had come alive with a thousand bell-like voices. 

The men all
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