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Dedication


Thank you, Grandma June, for giving me the encouragement to pursue my dreams. You knew it was possible before I did. 
I’m forever grateful. You will be missed.
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Castle Secrets
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Where is it? It must be here somewhere. I yank open the first three drawers of the desk and come up empty-handed. I check the next drawer. It’s locked. 
I’m on borrowed time. Everyone is asleep, and here I am, tiptoeing through the dark castle to the study where my grandfather keeps his documents. If I’m caught, he won’t think twice to kill me, even if I’m his blood.
According to Tharin, my beau, these documents are in here somewhere. I need to find them. Tharin said the whole kingdom will die if I don’t. It is guaranteed, war will transpire should Grandfather follow through with his orders. At first, I didn’t believe a word Tharin said, but then I started adding up certain events that since have occurred. It proves my grandfather, the King of the Underworld, is planning something big.
I take a pin from my hair and work the lock. It takes a bit of effort, but I’m able to pop the latch. I open the drawer only to find it empty.
“No, this can’t be,” I whisper. A few pens roll as I pull the drawer open more and I feel around for a secret latch, but nothing is there.
Footsteps outside the office door approach, prompting me to close the drawer and quickly hide. Who could be up at this hour? It’s two in the morning.
I slip behind the thick drapes next to the window, barely making it in time, and observe the door slowly creaking open. Peeking between the cracks of the velvet curtains, I realize it’s Tharin. What’s he doing here? I told him I would get the task accomplished. I’m annoyed by his impatience.
He follows the same steps as I did. Even popping the drawer that is empty, only he manages to pull out the documents I didn’t see. The same documents he asked me to steal. How is that possible? Why do I get the feeling I’m being played?
As he sifts through the papers, a few pages fall onto the floor, and he proceeds to pick them up.
His back is turned when my grandfather comes strolling in. “How did you get in here?”
I grin because Grandfather loves to sneak up on the unsuspecting. It’s one of his many talents.
Tharin stumbles on his words. “I–I was passing the hall, Sire, and noticed your door was ajar.”
I think hard. No, I’m sure I closed it tight. He’s lying.
“And then when I came to inspect your study, this drawer was unlocked.” Tharin points where he’d dropped the plans. “I found those on the floor,” he lies, again.
Why is Tharin here? I wonder if he’s been spying. Is he covering for me so I don’t get into trouble, or is he trying to frame me? I’m still hooked on the fact that he pulled the plans out of the same drawer I already checked.
My grandfather narrows his eyes. “You know, Tharin, when I hired you to guard Princess Petra it didn’t mean you had the right to come into my study. Calling a guard would have put you in a better favor with me than at present.”
“Yes, Sire.” Tharin nods.
Grandfather takes in a deep breath. He’s always had patience, but that’s also what keeps people guessing. His quiet demeanor is what terrifies everyone. We never know what he’s thinking. “You may go. I’ll deal with you later.”
I watch as Tharin dusts something from his hands off onto the scattered pages lying on the floor and in the drawer. What is that? Grandfather didn’t see Tharin’s silent sleight of hand.
Does Tharin really know I’m here? I watch him exit while Grandfather picks up the papers and tightly stacks them back together. He mumbles something under his breath, but I can’t make out what he says, then places them back in the locked drawer, taking the key with him.
That was close. Hurrying from the drapes, I make a second attempt to grab the papers, and this time I’m able to see the documents. There is magic flowing through these walls, and I begin to see precisely what is happening. Not only do I see the plans where I once did not, but a book is also in the same drawer.
What is going on here? I pick it up. It is larger than most volumes with the binding bound in brown leather. The front of the cover reads in gold lettering: Book of Secrets.
When I flip open the pages, they’re all blank. Why would my grandfather hold such a book as this? If this is important enough to hide, then it’s important enough for me to steal, but how am I going to haul this out of here without it being seen? If I’m caught, there will be no way of concealing it.
I pick up grandfather’s papers, too, and fold them in half, putting them inside the book. I put everything back as it was and sneak out the door. I must be careful. I wasn’t expecting to steal such a large item. Papers can easily be hidden, but this, well, it’s rather heavy, too. My arms already ache from holding the book as I pass down the dark hallways back to my living quarters. Avoiding the guards will be tricky. I need to take the back steps the servants use if I want to slip away unnoticed. I skip around the outer edge of the breezeway between my grandfather’s living quarters and my parents’. Our palace is grand, almost like it’s two separate structures, residing on either side of a sea cliff. The two spaces are separated by a bridge. Below rolls the ocean with rocks that scale the sides. I’ll be out in the open when I cross. Thankfully, the dark phase of our moons doesn’t show much light during this time, so it makes it easier for me to hide in the shadows.
I come up the back steps to our living quarters and dip inside the corridor. To my right is the long, dark hall that leads back to the sleeping quarters, and to my left is the balcony that overlooks the breezeway from which I came. Mother’s alcove sets off to the side where she does her magic rituals.
I’m thankful I looked before passing to my room because I observe two shadows moving, which keep me still against the cold stone wall. Chattering whispers of two familiar voices spark my intrigue.
I shouldn’t eavesdrop on such conversations, but when this is my only way back to my room, I have no choice but to listen.
“Are you sure this is going to work?” he asks.
My heart sinks. Tharin? I know I shouldn’t spy, but curiosity has the better of me.
“It will if you don’t screw it up,” she says.
My stomach churns. I have a hard time swallowing back the bile rising in my throat. Why is my mother speaking to Tharin? Does she know about us?
“Just do as I say, and everything will continue as planned,” she adds.
“If Vothule finds out—”
“He won’t,” she interrupts.
“What about Petra?”
“What about her?” I can hear the venom in her tone. “My father favors her because she’s the first-born grandchild. If you do exactly as I intend for you to do, it will all fall into place perfectly. Has she fallen in love with you yet?”
Before Tharin can answer, footsteps echo through the dark corridor, prompting them to be quiet.
“Someone’s coming. Go. Get out of here before you’re seen,” she says.
Did my mother cook up a scheme for Tharin to come into my life? I push my back farther against the cold stone wall as the shadow of a man passes in the darkness.
It’s my father. “What are you doing out here on the balcony on such a cold night. Darling, you’re going to catch a chill.”
“Just looking out among the stars, my love.” Her malicious tone from earlier vanishes. “No need to check up on me, Octavious. I’m fine.” My mother Sarmira is the daughter of none other than the ruler of the underworld, Vothule, my grandfather.
I’m guessing my father has no clue of Mother’s deceitfulness.
They step inside from the balcony, and I watch as they move to her small ritual room. Glass shatters, startling me, and it almost foils my eavesdropping. At first, I think it’s our cat, knocking off a dish from the alter table butted against a wall, in Mother’s alcove, but then my father asks, “Why not use a knife, Sarmira?”
Panic flows through my veins. Oh no, she’s starting the ritual now. I didn’t think she’d go through with it while guests arrive for the celebration of my birthday, scheduled in two days.
“Glass slices cleaner,” she says. “Plus, my father will think the children cut themselves. If I use a knife, he’ll suspect something.” I hear the slight gasp of pain from my mother’s lips. “I’ll need samples from the girls, too. Combining all of our blood together will bind our powers.”
What? I can’t see, but I can hear liquid drip into a container. If she takes my blood, I will be marked for eternity. I can’t let that happen. I’m trapped where I stand. If I move, they will see me. I’d been planning to run away for a few weeks now. I even confided with Tharin about it. Oh no. My mother knows my plans. The two of them probably have something cooked up already and are one step ahead of me. That must be why she’s starting the ritual now. No matter where I go, she will be able to find me. I need to get out of here tonight.
It seems I’m not the only one with secrets to hide, though. Knowing that my mother and my beau have a scheme prepared—and that they don’t want my grandfather to know—has me concerned. I don’t dare attempt to confide with Tharin on anything I do from here on out, especially now. I’m such a fool.
In a low raspy voice, Mother says, “I’m going to find out who it is, Octavious. Now, you can either help me or stay out of my way.”
Father grunts. “Now you’re being dramatic.” Of the two of them, he’s always been the one who is reasonable.
“I’m being dramatic?”
“It’s late, darling. Come to bed, and we can finish this in the morning,” Father encourages her.
My parents casually walk down the dark, dreary hall to my sisters’ room, passing me undetected.
“Rubbish,” my mother protests. I notice she carries a silver tray containing the ritual items.
Coming out from my hiding spot, I keep a bit of distance from them, and my heart skips a beat when I hear them creak open the door. She’s following through with it.
Moments later, I hear a slight discomfort coming from one of the twins. “Darling,” I hear my father say, “do we have to do this now? Leave this nonsense behind, Sarmira. It can wait until Petra’s birthday. Let the children sleep.”
“Octavious, someone has suppressed her magic, and I’m going to find out whom.”
“You don’t know that for sure, Sarmira. You realize this could do more harm to them than good, don’t you?”
Wait, I’m confused. I thought this was about my plans to run away but it sounds like this is much deeper than that.
Another whimper comes from my other sister.
“The children don’t deserve this injustice because of your paranoia,” my father argues.
“Tave, love, is that what you think? That I’m paranoid?”
“Look at you. Drawing blood from the children in the middle of the night!”
The moans from my sisters soften. They’re ten years younger than me and will make very powerful necromancer witches, someday. As for me, I wish I never had such potential magic. I’m so fearful of it that I refuse to try this sort of sorcery. And love, well, you will never see that from my family. Here’s the proof. My mother thinks that drawing blood from innocent children for her personal gain is no big deal.
She clucks her tongue. “Oh, darling, I know how this looks, but I also know someone else has interfered.”
“Interfered in what? You know how you sound right now?”
My mother must be comforting my sisters to go back to sleep, or she would have been in my room already for my sample of blood. I need to think of something fast.
“Her magical powers will not come unless we unbind them,” Mother persists.
“Unbind them? Sarmira, I thought you were binding the children together?” my father asks.
“I am, but before I can do that, I need to separate the magical spell that old woman cast on our eldest daughter years ago.”
So, my mother knows about her? I wonder if she knows about the hidden items that were given to me by the old woman, too?
“Is that what this is all about? Your obsession that a harmless old woman gave our daughter a stone? Sarmira, it was just a rock.”
[image: image-placeholder]I remember that day well… 
My family and I were enjoying the ocean. I spotted on the beach an old woman sitting on a circle of driftwood weaving a dream catcher.
I wandered over to her. My parents didn’t approve of me talking with strangers, and on this day, they were distracted with my twin sisters getting too close to the waves.
“Hello,” I said. “Can I watch you weave? Those are very beautiful.”
The old woman smiled. “These are soul catchers. Each one holds a different name, protecting those who own them, and prevents nightmares.” The one she worked on had turquoise, blue, and pink threads intertwined with seashells.
My eyes widened. “Really?” I sat next to her and watched. “Can you teach me how to make one?”
“Perhaps another day, yes. I sense your parents would not approve.” She turned, eyeing them on the shoreline, each cradling one of my sisters. They noticed our gazes, and my father put down Tia, the older of the two.
“Get away from her!” my father shouted. He ran toward us and the fear in his eyes frightened me.
“Looks like it’s my time to go.” She slipped a stone into my hand. “If you ever want to contact me again, this will guide your way.” She chanted a few words, holding my hands, then disappeared with all her possessions, leaving behind one soul catcher and the stone.
My father reached me. “Are you okay?” Hugging me, he added, “Did she hurt you?”
“Dad, I’m fine, but you scared her away. I was just talking to her. That’s all.”
“Right.” He took in a deep breath. “I thought we taught you better than that. Never talk to strangers.” He looked at the ground and turned a full circle. “What was she doing anyway?”
“Weaving dream catchers,” I said, confused. He didn’t see the one at my feet.
“Come on, we’re done for the day.” Clasping my hand to his, he tugged me up from sitting on the log, but not before I grabbed the soul catcher the old woman left behind.
The funny thing about that memory of the past is that I’ve had nightmares since.
[image: image-placeholder]The old woman.  My mother is going to find her, and when she does… devastation will follow. If anyone defies her, Mother will make her presence known. Oh, I don’t want to think about that. I need to warn the old woman, but I must be careful. Question is, how?
A loud horn blares, bringing me back from my reverie. I duck back into the shadows, knowing my parents will be flying out of my sisters’ room in seconds.
“What in all of Elleirodal is going on?” my mother cries.
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Grandfather’s Wrath
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The commotion gives me ample opportunity to slide quietly back into my room undetected. I’m not sticking around. I need to run away as fast as possible. Something tells me my fate depends on it. I pull out my bag from under the bed and fill it with essentials. I also place the mysterious book I stole, along with the plans, inside it. Something is amiss, and I’m going to take advantage of the chaos. Nothing new, though, there’s always some sort of drama surfacing. 
But this time, my mother is involved, which means this drama will explode at some point. After hearing the gossip this evening, my senses tell me something sinister is upon us. The conversation between my mother and Tharin and her plans to bind my powers with hers and the twins has me taking flight. It’s not normal for a mother to be so power-hungry.
And Tharin, my heart breaks thinking about it. I thought he loved me. Our relationship is a lie. This whole time, us sneaking about the castle for a kiss here and there, it was all a pre-planned attempt to capture my heart. Well, he did a number on it for sure. I won’t be that damsel in distress. If he thinks I’m that kind of girl, then he obviously doesn’t know me that well. The promise of marriage and a better life, all for what? To get me in his bed? I’ll be the last person he’ll want to see the next time we meet up.
I still don’t understand why my mother pushed us together. That I’ll soon figure out, too, I’m sure. All I need is a strategy to weasel their game out of him.
On my birthday, I’ll be forced to choose a side, good or evil, to lay the foundation to practice magic. No longer will I be a young girl, but a woman with purpose, duty, and responsibilities. Why do I have to choose anyway? Because of some sort of ancient tradition? The tradition that apparently my mother is attempting to get a head start on.
I’m not ready to be in line for the throne, nor will I ever be. I don’t want this.
My parents have encouraged me several times to welcome in the darkness, but I’ve always pushed it away. Because of that, my magic isn’t as powerful as most girls my age. Usually, by now, I’d be into dark magic and prepping for the ritual that will come on my birthday. I think they’ve had it with my denial of dark magic, though. They’ve locked me behind the castle doors for the last month, attempting to prepare me. If I compromise just once, there’s no recovering from the innocence lost. For my first dark ritual assignment, I’m to take an innocent soul. Their essence. I’ve skated by thus far, but I know those days are numbered. And then, I’ll forever be molded to the dark side. I’ve seen it happen with one of my father’s brothers—Uncle Artan. We were close and grew up together. He was more like a brother to me, and we were the same age, too. I haven’t seen him since that horrific day.
I look out the window above my bedframe, seeing nothing but pitch blackness. It won’t be easy to climb out of it, but there isn’t any other way to leave without my parents knowing. I’m going to need light, for the moon will not give me such a gift tonight. I know one of the perks of turning eighteen is I’ll acquire nocturnal sight, but that doesn’t help me now. I hear the slight howl of the wind as it escapes through the cracks of my window frame, indicating that it’s frigid outside.
I hear glass break outside my door, and it startles me, so I hide my bag back under the bed.
Someone pounds on my door. “Get up!” A guard I imagine. I’m guessing it’s the chaos catching up to me. Not another battle, I hope. The last one caught us off guard. I’m sick of battles. I look over to my nightstand and see it’s three in the morning. The witching hour.
My locked door rattles. “Open up.” The voice on the others side is muffled. “Petra, it’s me.”
It’s Zia, my other twin sister. “What’s going on?” Both of my sisters can be annoying but she’s the milder of the two. Tia can be vindictive.
“It’s Grandfather, and he said to come immediately.”
“What is he doing here?”
“No idea, he just showed up minutes ago.”
“Is that what all the madness is about?”
“Yeah, and he’s furious. You better hurry and get downstairs. He’s asking for you.” Zia rushes away, leaving me in my room alone. This isn’t like him to show up unannounced. I hope this doesn’t impede my plans.
I decide to dress because the thought of coming down in my nightclothes feels weird to me, aside from the fact that I plan to flee anyway, so it’s one less thing I need to do.
Before I get two feet outside my door, I hear more whispering. This time, I can’t make out what they’re saying. When I pass by, I see it’s a couple of servants. The look in their eyes tells me they’re afraid.
My twin sisters are not in their rooms when I trot past their door, and neither are my mother and father in theirs. As usual, I’m the last to arrive for any event.
I reach the top of the terrace leading to the open courtyard below. It’s the center of our living quarters. Luscious green ivy covers the
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