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      Nienna’s not a librarian in Portland Oregon. Nope. Not anymore. She’s now in another world serving as a Historian to a population of elves. She’s obligated to a life of recording her visions in a tome. A tome which seems to be hellbent on recording her death and Alred’s heartbreak.

      

      Alred Lightvale. Elf. Hot. Protector of the Historian. He’s fallen in love with the Historian but he doesn’t understand why she won’t let him in. She’s trying to keep a dark secret from him and he’s hellbent on keeping her alive. And in his life. No matter what dark entity is trying to destroy their world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Nienna

        

      

    

    
      Goblins swarmed me, and I raised my sword, striking out at anything that came too close. There were too many. We weren’t going to make it. I spotted Alred through the mass of bodies, but no other elves caught my eye. We were the only ones left on the battlefield. He cut a bloody path to me, and we pressed our backs to each other.

      Alred threw a look over his shoulder, the gold flecks in his eyes flaring to life with fury and regret. There was no more time for words. Goblins surged forward. The trees burned as the fire spread, consuming everything in its path. Flames tore across the field and straight for us.

      Alred grabbed hold of my free hand, squeezing it tightly as we faced our end together. Just as the flames reached out to swallow us, I screamed—

      My eyes shot open, and I wildly glanced around the room. I sank to the bed in a heap, panting for air. I was safe, back in Vel’Baram. There was no fire and no great battle with the goblins, not yet, at least. I was safe, and so was Alred. We were alive.

      We still had time.

      Cold sweat covered my forehead, and annoyed, I wiped it away with my hand. It’d been nearly five weeks since Phil went back home and was made to forget about me. I missed him, Alice, and Mom, but there was no going back. The call to being the Historian was in full swing, including never-ending training with Alred, Jurgis, and Thalia.

      I glanced out the window and found the suns weren’t even peeking over the horizon yet. Leaves fluttered past my window in the crisp morning air, and I shivered, pulling the quilts up higher around my shoulders. Thalia had told me the seasons were changing quickly. She hadn’t been kidding. A few days ago, it had been hot. Now, the leaves rapidly faded from yellows and greens to oranges and reds, and the nights were cold, leaving behind a thin layer of frost.

      The sight of the landscape turning from summer to fall was breathtaking. I’d grown used to it and felt more at home with it each passing day. It probably helped I was in Dad’s old rooms. Garrick Havard, my father, the last Historian and the man I grew up hearing about as a character in fairy tales told by Mom. A huge part of me doubted I’d be able to live up to his reputation, something Alred continued to lecture me on. To stop doubting myself. Some days, that elf knew how to push my buttons.

      The last images of the nightmare came back to me while I pictured Alred’s face. I stilled. That fire in that vision wasn’t normal. It couldn’t be. The flames moved as if they were alive. I overheard the Seven, Alred, and the Generals discussing what the goblins had been up to the last few months and their fear at what dark magic they were willing to unleash. That fire, it had to be part of their plans. But the vision still felt so far away, and it wasn’t the only one I’d had. There had been one nearly every day, but all of them took place in the distant future. I hadn’t told Alred, but sometimes, the images were fuzzy, like the scenes played out through a fog. They’d shift and change midway through, and I was left confused and out of sorts. Other times they were real, far too real, and I’d come out of the vision expecting to be dead.

      I climbed out of bed, shivering when my bare feet hit the cold stone floor of my room. The long sweater-like robe I was given, as part of a new wardrobe, hung on the back of the wooden chair at the desk. I slipped into it quickly, tugging it around me, and rushed to find my slippers. My morning routine had gone from climbing out of bed, grabbing coffee, my books for class, and heading out the door, to stoking a fire in the hearth and dressing in clothes I never imagined I’d wear.

      “At least there’s indoor plumbing,” I mused to myself with a laugh after I’d taken care of business.

      I was getting better at building my own fires, too, mostly because I grew tired of having random elves show up in my room to do it for me. They’d appear without my even asking for help. It was one of the few small things I was proud of.

      The other was that I managed to set up Alred on three random dates since I made my plan to ensure he found a way to be happy. The latest one had been last night. According to Jurgis, Cellica, a healer, had her eyes set on Alred for years, but he never noticed. I’d met her a few times, seeing as she lived in Vel’Baram and studied in the Central Tower with Jurgis. She seemed friendly enough and pleasant to be around.

      So, last night when Alred headed to the tavern, I made sure to let Cellica know he would be there and that he would love it if she would offer to buy him a drink, maybe dance for a bit.

      Jurgis was the only other elf wise to my plan, and he thought it was great. I brushed out my hair, hoping that maybe Cellica would finally be the one to make that damned protector of mine smile.

      My hands stilled, and I glanced at my reflection, a white-hot spike of jealousy I hadn’t expected shot through me. “You’re not jealous. You can’t be. You’re doing this for him. He said you couldn’t be together, and you don’t want to be anyway, because that freaking tome over there is going to kill you. Stick to the plan. Besides, not like he’s tried to kiss you since that night.”

      The five weeks had been long, and each day, I’d waited to see if he would say anything about the heated moment we’d shared in my room. After the first three weeks, I stopped waiting and decided it was time to put my plan into action and find him someone to care for that wasn’t me.

      I swallowed back my longing for a relationship with Alred that wasn’t simply one between the Historian and Protector. Forgetting how he held me and kissed me hadn’t been easy. If I wasn’t having nightmares about that terrible vision, I dreamt about his holding me.

      With my hair drawn back in a tight braid, so it was out of the way for training, I dressed in my usual pants, blouse, and a leather corset. Once I tugged my boots on, I ran my fingers over the cover of the tome.

      So far, I’d recorded nearly thirty visions, but each of them had been far different than what I’d read in the tomes of the past Historians. What they had seen had come to pass within the next few days, sometimes hours. But what I witnessed, the atrocities and slaughter I’d been forced to see, felt so far away. Dad had told me each Historian was shown things differently, but somehow I knew everything I’d been shown so far had nothing to do with the coming days or weeks. My visions were further out. No matter what Thalia or Alred or anyone else told me, the foreboding growing in the pit of stomach said this was a sign. A bad one. I’d overheard Alred telling Trolian the tides of war were changing. I couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t turning in the elves’ favor.

      The hall was empty, save for a few of the staff setting out breakfast. I helped myself to fresh coffee. Four guards stood at their posts, unmoving, as they were every morning, afternoon, and night. I’d asked Jurgis one day if they really needed that many guards. A sad look had come over his face, and he told me the generals feared the goblins were going to start trying to assassinate the Seven. There’d been two attempts, but thanks to the increased numbers of soldiers in Vel’Baram, they didn’t get beyond the garden gate.

      Their presence should’ve made me feel safe instead of uneasy, but they were a reminder of the war Kenzu’grote had been in for centuries. And now all that pressure was on me to ensure it came to an end, preferably one where the elves weren’t wiped out of existence.

      Steam rose from the mug, warming my face. The heated ceramic chased away the chill from my hands, and my mind drifted to my nightmare. No, not a nightmare. A vision of an event that would come to pass. Just like all the others I’d had. The dull echo of screaming sounded in my ears. My eyes went in and out of focus. They were dying, all those people in my visions, they were dying, and I wasn’t strong enough to save them. Their shouts competed with the howling goblins and the crackling of that fire, eating everything in its path. I tilted my head, thinking back over every vision I’d had. It wasn’t only the battlefield I had seen those hungry flames rampaging through. How the hell had I missed it?

      Nienna.

      The voice whispered in my mind.

      I stilled.

      I’d heard it before, I knew I had, but where?

      Soon, Nienna, very soon… I have great plans for you…

      “Nienna.”

      I yelped.

      The mug slipped from my fingers, crashed to the table, and shattered.

      “Damn it,” I muttered, grabbing a napkin to mop up the spilled coffee.

      Alred frowned, helping me pick up the broken mug.

      “Thanks for scaring me.”

      “Wasn’t my intention,” he replied. “What do I always tell you?”

      I glanced around, searching for who else might’ve said my name. Shit, if I was going to start hearing voices, my life was about to become far more complicated.

      I was merely tired, I told myself, that’s all—tired and hearing things.

      “Can we not start with the lessons this early? The sun’s barely up. And why are you even awake?”

      He shrugged as he poured us more coffee and sat on the other side of the table. “I was awake, figured I might as well get up.” The gold in his eyes glimmered, and the way his jaw tensed said that was a lie. The dark circles around his eyes mirrored my own most days. He might’ve been awake, but something jarred him from his obviously not so restful sleep.

      Meaning me and my nightmares. I was starting to hate this connection we had with each other. Or he had to me. It wasn’t fair that anytime I was afraid or about to have a mental breakdown, he sensed it and came running. How was I supposed to find him a pretty elf to have a life with if he was tied to me so closely?

      “Yeah, sure you were,” I finally murmured.

      “Why are you up? You loathe mornings.”

      I returned his shrug with one of my own. “Was just up. So, how was last night?”

      “Last night?”

      “Yeah. Jurgis said something about you and Trolian going to the tavern. I don’t know. I was curious if anything fun happened.”

      “You’re acting weird,” he said, and my brow arched. “Weirder than normal.”

      “What? I can’t ask you how your night was?”

      “You can if you tell me why you’re awake.”

      I squeezed my mug, thankful when more people meandered into the hall, as the Central Tower, what the elves called it, came to life. Lying never worked with him, and I was too exhausted to come up with one anyway. “Bad dream,” I confessed.

      “Same one or different?”

      “Do you really have to ask?”

      He sighed, setting his coffee down. “It’s merely a nightmare,” he insisted. “I think if you focus on something else aside from that vision, you’ll stop seeing it every time you close your eyes.”

      “Right, and what would you like me to focus on instead?” I shot back. “The other visions, where I see everyone being torn to pieces?” I whispered harshly, not wanting the others to overhear me. “Or where I see fire destroying villages while the goblins dance over the bodies of the dead? Tell me, Alred, what would you like to me to focus on?”

      He opened his mouth.

      I raised my finger, pointing at him. “And so help me if you say my training, I’m going to toss this scalding hot coffee in your face.”

      His mouth clamped shut, but his lips twitched. “Nice to see you have Garrick’s temper.”

      “You never said anything about Garrick having anger issues.”

      Alred shifted on the wooden bench, avoiding my glance. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “I just didn’t. Your temper’s like his, though. He’d explode like a volcano when pushed too far. Nothing stood a chance when he reached that point,” Alred told me quietly. “It was more toward the end of his life those episodes became normal.”

      I mulled over his words, tilting my head. “So, you’re saying being the Historian changed him? The war changed him?”

      “Nienna.”

      I laughed. “Wow. So much for those promises of not letting me turn into a heartless killer.”

      “I gave you my word. I won’t let it happen.”

      “Yeah? And how are you going to stop it, huh? How?”

      He sipped his coffee, ignoring my question. We sat in tense silence for a few minutes until I dropped the subject and went back to how his night went.

      “Why do you care?” he countered after I asked him again about his impromptu date.

      “I can’t ask you about your personal life?”

      “Nothing happened. Satisfied?” He pushed back from the table and marched to the doors. “If you’re already up, we might as well get started on your training. Let’s go.”

      “Oh, come on.”

      “Now, Nienna.”

      Rolling my eyes at his bossiness, I drained my coffee, snatched a biscuit and a few pieces of bacon, and hurried after Alred to the training courtyard. “Not sure what the point of all this is,” I complained when he handed me a wooden practice sword a couple of minutes later. “I end up on my ass every time. You know, I think I’m not fit for the fighting aspect of this. Or coordinated enough.”

      “You need practice,” he said, as he did every time I tried to get out of this side of my Historian training. Meditating with Thalia or Jurgis was more relaxing. Granted, I sucked at finding balance and being aware of my physical surroundings during a vision, but no one yelled at me during those sessions. Or scolded me. Or smacked me in the ass with a wooden sword when I repeatedly failed to reach a meditative state in the first place.

      “Why don’t you use guns?”

      “Human technology, including guns, don’t work in our world,” he replied. “Magic disrupts them.”

      “Right, yeah, I totally knew that.”

      He stood at the ready and waited, his brow arched in the way that was starting to drive me crazy. Why did he have to be so handsome all the time? It was the scruffiness that had turned into a beard recently. It had to be. And his eyes, those dark green eyes with those gold flecks that glimmered whenever I annoyed him. His shirt stretched across his muscled chest, and I remembered all too easily how nice it was to be pressed against his body.

      “Nienna.”

      “Hmm?”

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “Huh? Nothing, why?”

      His lip twitched, but there was no smile. There hardly ever was these days. “You’re blushing.”

      Great. I rolled my shoulders, shook out my hands, and planted my feet in the defensive stance he’d taught me the last few weeks. Ignoring his question, I nodded. I was ready to go, but he didn’t move.

      “What?”

      He breathed out heavily through his nose, scratching at his beard. The glint in his eyes said he wanted to say something. Instead, he shook his head, and without a sound, charged forward. I raised my wooden sword and blocked three strikes until he spun around and whacked me right in the ass with the broad side of his sword. I yelped, spinning around with a glare. He gave me a second to recover and came after me again.

      Sweat dripped down my face, and my entire body screamed when the two suns reached their peak a few hours later. Alred bested me too many times to count, and with a yell, I threw myself at him, trying to tackle him. He easily side-stepped me, whacked me in the back this time.

      I hit the stones with a grunt, fell over, and rolled onto my back, looking up at the clear blue sky while I panted. He stalked toward me, swinging his sword casually at his side. He opened his mouth for what I knew would be a lecture.

      I twisted my body, wrapped my legs around his, and with a furious shout, rolled into him. He cursed and ended up on the stones right next to me.

      “Ha.”

      He flipped back to his feet with no effort at all, holding out his hand for mine. “Nicely played. Think you earned a break.”

      “Just a break?”

      I put my hand in his, biting my cheek to stop myself from reacting to how perfect holding his hand was. He pulled me to my feet, and I started to hand over the sword when a searing pain shot across my forehead. I gasped, falling forward, into Alred’s arms.

      Images appeared in my mind, and then I was standing in the gardens of Vel’Baram. There were no flowers left. The grounds, the flowerbeds, the trees, all were charred. The statues had been toppled over, and dead bodies were scattered about. These weren’t soldiers. All of them were innocents. I tried to turn away, but the vision held me in its clutches, forcing me to see whatever atrocity the goblins had planned for the elves.

      Slowly, I turned. The crackling of the fire consuming the towering trees cut through the thick silence. Banners I didn’t recognize had been erected along the wall around Central Tower. Goblin clan sigils, maybe?

      A howl pierced the air. I whirled around in time to see goblins charging out of the gates, straight for me. A jagged blade rose high into the air, and when the bastard holding it prepared to cleave me in half, I was thrown out of the vision.

      I screamed, flailing get out of the way of the sword.

      “Nienna? Look at me. Calm down. You’re back.”

      I stilled as Alred cupped my face. I sagged in his arms, shivering. “Why do they have to feel so real sometimes?”

      “It’s how the visions work, sadly. What did you see?”

      I tried to get up, but my knees buckled, and I sank to the ground with a muttered curse.

      “Take a minute, let yourself recover.” He pressed his hand to my forehead. A soothing coolness spread from his palm, glowing briefly with his magic. The lines around his eyes crinkled with worry. “You’re feverish.”

      “Happens every time. It’s normal, right?”

      “Yes, normal,” he replied stiffly.

      I tried to get up again, but when my legs wouldn’t cooperate, he scooped me up and carried me away from the courtyard.

      “You don’t have to do this.” My cheeks burned when his hands curled protectively around me. “Alred, seriously, I think I can walk now. Put me down. Please.”

      His jaw clenched, he set me on my feet, kept one arm around my waist to support me, and we ambled the rest of the way inside. I took a deep breath and hated how even after we spent all morning training, he smelled of campfire and cedar. When I leaned into him, he slowed even more.

      “Are you going to pass out?”

      “No, sorry. I’m fine.” I straightened and pushed away. “See? I’m good. I need to write down what I saw.” After a few unsteady steps, I managed not to fall over. I hurried to my chambers. He followed but kept his distance. As we went, I told him what I saw, recalling the vivid details with a shudder. “But it’s not happening soon.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know how I know, but I do.” I stilled outside my door. “There’s something else. It might be nothing.” I rubbed the back of my neck, a headache forming behind my eyes. “You know what, it’s probably nothing. Never mind.”

      Alred caught my hand when I went to open the door. “Tell me.”

      I glanced at his hand on mine, and he swiftly pulled his away. “Fire,” I said, the word coming out garbled. “There’s been a fire in every vision I’ve had.”

      “It’s a war,” he said.

      I shook my head. “Not like this. The fire, at first, I thought the fire was maybe my seeing things, but it’s alive.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His shoulders tensed, and his hand slipped to the dagger sheathed at his hip. These actions told me I was, in fact, not merely overreacting. “It aims for people, targets them. And it avoids the goblins. But fire can’t do that, right? It’s merely fire.”

      “Take the remainder of the day to rest,” he said, ignoring my question. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Alred?”

      He paused with his back to me. “Rest, Nienna. You did well today.” He stormed down the corridor, his boots echoing off the walls.

      I slipped into my chambers, questioning what he was hiding from me when a rush of dizziness had me grabbing the doorframe. The same voice from this morning whispered through my thoughts, but the words were too quiet to hear.

      The dizziness passed, and the voice faded.

      I told myself it was nothing and hurried to write down my latest vision.
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          Alred

        

      

    

    
      “Anything?”

      Jurgis gave me an annoyed huff, not looking up from the massive book he currently had his nose buried in. “If you would give me more than five minutes to read, I might be able to give you an answer. And will you stop with the stomping? You’re going to drive me insane.”

      I skidded to a stop. “Sorry.”

      “Why are you so anxious to know about dark magic anyway?”

      “Something Nienna saw.”

      “She saw dark magic?” Jurgis exclaimed. “You’re sure?”

      “I don’t know if it’s dark magic, or what it is. I simply need an answer to explain what she’s seeing.”

      “What exactly did she tell you again?”

      I ran my hands through my hair, tilting my head back while I studied the high domed ceiling of the old library. Lanterns hung from chains at various heights, flooding the room with a soft glow. The library was in the heart of the Central Tower; the curved walls were lined with books, scrolls, parchments, and documents collected throughout the centuries. Three sets of narrow stone steps led to the higher levels with twisting corridors and cramped rooms stuffed to the brim with texts. Jurgis, thankfully, was one of the few elves who understood the haphazard organized system of this place.

      “She said the fire moved like it was alive. It targeted people. Fire didn’t do that last time I checked.”

      “And she’s sure that’s what she saw?”

      “In every vision. You
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