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          THE TRENCH, THE NORTHERN REACH; ONE YEAR EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      “Father?”

      Ulif peered around the dim grotto, searching, but not daring to hope. He wandered through one of the many caverns located off the main trench that split the home of the Pennewick tribe from the rest of the Glacial Plains. He didn’t like being so far down from the sky—none who followed the Sky Guardian did. The air was too still, too stagnant. His fingers nervously tugged the white-and-black pheasant's feather tied into his shoulder-length brown hair.

      Last night, he’d received a message on the breeze from his father, saying he wanted to meet. But why would the man Ulif believed dead tell him to meet in the cavern by the underground river? Why not up under the stars where the air was fresh, instead of beneath the rock, like a buried corpse? The question that ultimately carried him below the earth’s surface was, “Why now?” If his father had been alive all these years, why wait to make contact? He’d been silent for the last ten years.

      “Father?” Ulif repeated into the cool, still air.

      “Here, son,” called a faint voice.

      Ulif came around a bend and saw his father leaning against a flat rock. Ten years of grief, anger, and longing welled up inside him. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to hug the weak figure or strike him down.

      “Ulif, my boy, you’ve become a man,” his father wheezed. He stretched out his hands to his son, but they seemed too heavy for him. The corners of his mouth had a tinge of red.

      “What’s happened to you?” Ulif asked. The sight of the once-mighty Ingo Ravencrest now slumped against the dark rock made him sick.

      “I spent too long in the cursed mines those trolls dug up. They’ve captured many on our southern border to work in those deathtraps, searching for their precious silver.” His father coughed wetly.

      “I thought they outlawed slavery in the south?” Ulif asked. It had never been a practice among the northern tribes.

      “Ha, that king of theirs might think his ancestors banned slavery, but that doesn’t mean his people have abandoned the custom. They do it on the sly, dressing us up as trolls, so we blend in. If we try to make a peep when those fancy royals come to inspect the mines, we’re silenced before we can do more than lift our feeble heads.” His father coughed again.

      Ulif’s mouth fell open in horror. “You’ve been trapped in a mine all these years?” The thought of being stuck underground and imprisoned sounded like the cruelest torture.

      “I have, and it will claim me, but I wanted to see you first. You’re the best hope we have at stopping those mud movers for good. I escaped with the help of some of my compatriots. We’ve found a way to fight back.”

      “How?”

      “Through this.” The frail man extended his palm.

      He took the offered hand and saw a strange circular mark. The tons of rock above his head were forgotten. “What is it? I can’t make it out.”

      His father rubbed this hand on his dirty trousers, then held it out again.

      A proud dragon standing in a circle stood up like a freeze burn on Ingo’s hand. The ridges of the mark rippled like minute scales.

      “It’s the curse of the raiders.” He dabbed at a trickle of blood as it leaked from his mouth.

      “How will this stop the trolls?” Ulif asked, not understanding.

      “The ground has been shaking for weeks. Some gaffers in the mines say they can feel the Guardians stirring. Two of them who’ve carried this mark since they were young said they could sense the Earthspark has returned to the world. The time is drawing close.”

      His father coughed again, and red spittle flew from his mouth. He hunched forward with a groan. Ulif squatted in front of him, pushing his father’s shoulders back.

      “The time for what? You’ve explained nothing.”

      This wasn’t making any sense. Ulif had no idea what the dragon mark meant or how the symbol could help their people. Such creatures were only things of legend.

      “Our tribal elders banned such talk because the raiders are considered troublemakers. However, they are the only ones with a written history of what happened before the Guardians fell. They state how the Earth and Sky turned on us, allowing the southern tyrant to murder and enslave our people.” His father was speaking faster now, and the urgency in his voice made Ulif nervous.

      “The time has come for the dragon to return and eradicate those wretched trolls for good.”

      “But, Father, dragons don’t exist. They’re fairytales.”

      “They are real, son—as real as you and I. This mark connects me to the mighty dragon that sleeps below the Azure Temple our people have so valiantly protected. Every time I use my Sky gift, I strengthen him. He takes what he needs while still allowing me to tap into my abilities.”

      “He sounds like a parasite,” Ulif said, recoiling from the mark. “Why do we need to give our power to him?”

      “After they trapped him, the Guardians bound his power. Little by little, however, he gains it back through all who bear this mark. One day he’ll be strong enough to break free,” Ingo said, wiping the blood leaking from the side of his mouth again.

      Ulif couldn’t stop the disgust that cut across his face.

      “We thought we were doing the right thing by allowing the Guardians to trap him inside the mountain, but we were wrong. He only terrorized the South, leaving our people to live as we always have. The dragon must get free.”

      “But how do we do that? Your body is failing. You can barely lift your fingers. If you die, what am I supposed to do?” Ulif’s voice broke. “I’m just one man.”

      “One snowball can start the avalanche. The raiders are waiting for you. Your gift of the Skyspark has always been strong. Possibly the strongest of all our people, even if your mother tried to cover it up. You are part of the key.”

      His father fell into a fit of coughing again, and each breath sounded more painful than the last.

      “To open the gate where the dragon is locked up, you need the Skyspark and the Earthspark, just like the two Guardians who jailed him. They need to be powerful. Find the Guardians’ lost medallions, or find the strongest elemental users you can. Break the gate and set the dragon free.”

      “But don’t the legends say the dragon fought for the Fire Guardian?” Ulif protested.

      “He fought for her because the other two Guardians had lost their way. They put those trolls above their real followers. They helped that tyrannical king of the South steal our lands outside Saber Pass.”

      Ingo wheezed so hard this time that Ulif had to prop him up so he didn’t fall off the rock.

      “The Guardians betrayed our people, turning their backs on those who honored them. They sat by as Saul murdered our beloved Queen of the Night,” his father continued.

      “But we still follow Aros. He looks out for our people,” Ulif said.

      “Only when it suits that arrogant goose. We have no love for him. He’s not shown his face in a millennia.”

      “I’ve seen the eagles flying overhead. They protect our people, keeping many dangerous animals from attacking our settlements.”

      “Lies,” spat Ingo. “Your mother has become just as deluded as the rest of the elders. It’s time we put our trust in the raiders. All they lack is a leader. They need you, son. Use this mark to track down the medallions and free the dragon.”

      Ulif stared at his father’s slumped body, bloodshot eyes, and trembling hands. This cause had to be more than a suicide mission if his father supported it. He was no fool.

      Ingo gripped Ulif’s shirt. “Burn this mark on as many of those filthy pack members as you can find. Use them to feed the dragon until their power dries up. Then you find the one strong enough to open the gate. Give the dragon strength he needs to be ready for his day of liberation.”

      Ingo grasped his son’s hand. White-hot fire tore through Ulif’s body and out of his toes. He yanked his hand free of his father’s bear trap of a grip and held it close to his chest, panting.

      A perfect replica of the dragon mark rested on his palm. Something awakened as he stared at the spot. As if he could sense the sleeping fire drake it was connected to, straining at the bonds that held him fast.

      Ulif looked up to see his father’s eyes close. Blood trickled down his chin.

      “Father?”

      There was no response. Ulif checked for a pulse, but there was nothing. Ingo Ravencrest was dead.

      Ulif laid his father down on the rock, folding his hands over his chest. Those trolls had done this. They’d stolen him to work in their filthy mine.

      He clenched his fist with the mark. It burned as it leeched some of his power. He would find the raiders. Then, he’d make Tellidus pay for taking his father from him.
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      Snow drifted down in lazy patterns outside her window as Nienna Comstock placed her fingers on the parchment to keep it still. Every time her quill touched the paper, her hand spasmed, creating another stray mark and ruining the map. She threw down the tool in frustration.

      Her hands hadn’t stopped shaking since this morning after waking up screaming once again. Nightmares were her constant companion these past two months. Ever since Himmel and Fiora had stolen her Earthspark. The phantom pains from Tellen’s medallion still burned on her chest.

      No one at Solomon understood why their beloved princess had suddenly transformed into a recluse. Her family tried to help, but talk of the Earthspark and everything related to it was taboo, so she couldn’t confide in anyone. They would have thought she’d become involved in black magic.

      She wished the Earth Guardian, Tellen Ramforth, were here. She needed his steady presence to keep her grounded in a sea of haunting images. More than that, she needed him.

      If he were here, she could show her family that the Earthspark was good. That the fabled power saved instead of destroyed, as the professors of Tellidine knowledge insisted. Then she wouldn’t be so alone.

      Nienna closed her eyes, breathing in deep through her nose. If she thought hard enough, she could almost remember the scent of pine and wild meadows that seemed to follow him wherever he went. A scent that burrowed into her memories as she thought about the summer solstice they spent together in Alturis. The day Tellen became more than her friend.

      She’d joined his pack of Pathfinders—his most loyal group of followers—that night and pledged herself to fight against the dark forces lurking in the shadows of the world. The moment she took the oath, however, her power intensified, attracting the attention of the Fire Witch, Fiora. After Aspen and the Nightshade birds captured her, Nienna’s Earthspark and twelve others’ were used to release Fiora. Nienna would have died on that stone slab if not for Tellen. The Earth Guardian brought her back from the brink, but now her connection to him, and the other Pathfinders, was gone.

      For many weeks, she was convinced her spark had fled forever. There was nothing but a gaping hole in her chest. Then, one night, it came back. She was so delighted that she got carried away using it and wound up on the floor, shaking and ill.

      Nienna shoved away from her drafting table. The merchant’s map would have to wait. She was unfit to work today. Incapable of doing anything most days.

      While nightmares plagued her sleep, she spent her waking hours wandering the castle grounds in the early snow. The only two guards she allowed near shadowed her every step. When being in the sunshine wasn’t enough, she’d practice weaponry in the quiet confines of a private room.

      The sallow face of her reflection stared back at her from her gilded mirror as she pulled on her cloak. How had her life gone so far off course? She’d been a professor, teaching cartography techniques to students at Alturis University. Trying to enjoy the four years of freedom her father had given her. Then she’d have to take up her mantle of princess and start thinking about her duty to the kingdom.

      But her teaching days were over, and it appeared so was her time as a Pathfinder. After her ordeal in Solace Prison, she’d woken up in her apartments to find her parents, her brother, Rivkah Parker, and half the castle staff in her office. Nienna’s secret identity was out, and every resident knew the princess had been posing as a professor.

      Looking back on it all, she wouldn’t return to that simple life again, anyway. She wanted to travel to the far reaches of this land and see the wonders of the place she called home. If she ever reclaimed it, her gift would allow her that privilege, granting her the ability to serve her people better than she would through her role as princess.

      Light does more when shared.

      But right now, she couldn’t even concentrate long enough to control the shaking of her hands to take on cartography jobs here in Solomon. The idea of chasing behind Tellen as he battled dark creatures was laughable. She was worthless and without purpose. And no one understood. She was alone.

      Nienna twisted the silver and emerald ring on her forefinger that bore the motif of a tree with fruit. It was a parting gift from Teaguemund Demetrius before he left to search for Tellen. He told her to remain in Solomon to keep her safe after all that occurred in Solace. But she felt just as much a prisoner here as she had there. The only difference was her life wasn’t being threatened at the moment.

      What made matters worse was that Teague was as silent as Tellen. While her Earthspark was erratic, she wasn’t convinced that was the reason for the lack of communication. The nagging worry that something had happened to both of them continued to race across her thoughts.

      Where are you, Tellen?

      Silence met her probing. With a weary sigh, she grabbed a pair of gloves and a wool hat from a table. Then she strode out the door like a wraith, not bothering to check whether her guard was following.
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      Ross Galbraith slammed his hand onto the heavy mahogany table, bruising his palm. He’d ruin everything if he wasn’t careful. As a child, he’d fled his homeland to escape his future. Now it was crashing down around his head.

      He glared at his injured hand. Green light glimmered on his fingers, along with the hated red.

      “Get yourself under control,” snapped a voice. “You’re lucky so few in Tellidus can discern light.” His adopted father, Frank Monroe, stood in the doorway to Ross’s opulent room.

      He should never have used that cursed gift to burn away those dreams. But he’d let it out, and it would incinerate him if he didn’t get it back under his command. Plus, the people of Tellidus would execute him in a heartbeat if they found out who he really was.

      “Can’t you overpower it with your Earth gift?” Frank asked, coming closer.

      “I’m trying, but it doesn’t want to be caged up again,” Ross said.

      After the Monroes had found him in the Cardinal Cathedral in Lambswell, they’d brought him home, given him work, and helped him learn how to blend in. But even they didn’t know everything. They didn’t need to. If he had his way, everything about his past would die, just like the man who’d sired him.

      He rubbed the scars on his forearm. But the red magic increased as his fingertips traced around the tattoo on the inner skin of his arm. Another remnant of his past.

      Frank broke into Ross’s thoughts. “You forget yourself, and the danger you’re in. The danger we could all be in if anyone finds out. The Earth gift is bad enough, but if they knew you had⁠—”

      “I know! And getting you and Jenna hurt is the last thing I want,” Ross shot back. He rubbed his forehead, trying to massage the tension away.

      “Then why risk using your power?” Frank asked, almost pleading.

      Ross turned away, squeezing his eyes shut. “Too much happened inside that prison I couldn’t keep reliving. I was a wreck during the day and paced the hallways at night. You saw this.”

      Frank’s stern face softened. He had seen it. It had thrilled his adopted parents to have Ross back after his disappearance, but they weren’t ready for the cost of having a broken son.

      Frank rubbed a meaty hand over his bald head. “I still don’t understand how using your other gift helped?”

      “I had to burn those nightmares away before they destroyed me. It was something only my native curse could do. I couldn’t live with those visions for the rest of my life.” He stared at Frank, willing him to understand.

      “I can only imagine what you endured,” Frank said, placing a hand on Ross’s shoulder. “But I think staying locked up inside this house will only make it worse. You’ll have little opportunity to reconnect with your Earth gift here.”

      Ross stared down at his hands, where both green and red sparks fizzled on the skin. He was right. The feeling of life in the rock and the eager way it molded to his desires soothed him in a way nothing else did.

      When he connected deep enough, the stone gave him visions of what it had seen. He’d learned much, heard conversations never meant for his ears, and witnessed events featuring many of the residents of Solomon for good and ill. He needed his Earthspark.

      “Why don’t you come with me today?” Frank asked. “I need to go up to the castle. They’ve found a crack in the foundation from all the earthquakes that rolled through recently, and it sounds pretty extensive. If so, we’ll need to dig those up and reinforce them.”

      Ross stared at him, his mason’s mind whirring. “The foundation has cracked? But that castle has been around for hundreds of years. I’m surprised the small rollers Solomon experienced did such damage.”

      “I am too. Likely many things caused it, but the rollers did it in.”

      Ross nodded. It would do him good to get out. His Earthspark hadn’t been the same since the day it was stolen in Solace Prison, and working with the stone could help him reconnect with it. And, he might get a glimpse of a particular young lady.

      “I’ll get ready,” Ross said.

      Frank clapped him on the shoulder. “Good. We’ll leave within the hour.”
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      “Welcome, Master Monroe,” said Owen Comstock. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen you. And Ross, my friend, good to see you.”

      Ross embraced the prince briefly, pulling away before Owen could comment on how much weight he’d lost. Though he doubted his friend had missed that detail.

      Owen’s expression tightened as they stepped back. “You seem to have dealt with your afflictions well. Unlike my sister.”

      Ross pinched his brows together. What’s wrong with Nienna?

      He shifted uncomfortably as worry knotted his insides. Maybe he should have checked on her when they got back to Solomon. However, he’d been so stuck in his own mire of troubles that it had never crossed his mind.

      “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you where the damage is,” the prince said, gesturing for them to follow.

      With two guards acting as shadows, the men strode through a pair of heavy wooden doors, then down a stone passageway. Ross trailed a hand on the brickwork. Its history blazed to life in his mind. Whispered conversations overheard between sweethearts, soldiers the walls had protected, the mountain from which they were hewn. Each memory anchored his racing heart, slowing his pulse.

      Ross followed Frank and Owen, allowing his mind to stray to the pretty girl he’d met at his cousin’s engagement ball. He knew he should stay away from her, given the history between their families, but he couldn’t resist. Nienna Comstock remained an alluring mystery to him.

      The night of the party, he’d stood by as no less than eleven men tried to dance with her and only succeeded at bruising her toes. His plan to rescue the poor girl from the rabble, and a stiff drink, gave him the courage to walk up to her. Admittedly, his tongue had gotten the better of him that night, and he’d outright insulted her, much to his chagrin.

      The next day, she’d nearly stepped on him when he was outside the castle’s barn, working on the cracks in the wall. Though he’d thought her beautiful at the ball, it was nothing to how he saw her at that moment. This time, she was dressed for adventure.

      When Nienna said she was leaving for Alturis to teach, he found himself more disappointed than he cared to admit. And her plans of going to the university to teach disrupted his aims of luring her away from the horde of suitors at her door.

      To frustrate things further, she’d caught onto his game as he kissed her hand in front of the lieutenant. So many of the silly women of this city never had enough brains to play along. But this one did, and she was leaving. He’d tried not to let it bother him, but it had.

      Owen turned a corner and the bricks in the walls became darker, worn smooth by age. They were entering the old part of the castle now. The press of the stone around Ross was oppressive, and he allowed his thoughts to stray back to Nienna.

      He’d taken her up on her offer to visit during the summer solstice in Alturis. So, he packed his saddlebags and started along the road.

      The air around Ross suddenly grew thick. Flashes of black feathers, sharp talons, and piercing orange eyes buffeted his mind. He’d thought he was dead the day he’d been captured.

      Then Nienna showed up in the prison at Solace, and her Earthspark had proved monumental enough to release the Mistress of Fire. Though he doubted she was proud of that fact.

      When they reached a narrow, spiral staircase, he froze. It was dark down here, and the faint smell of mildew wafted on a cool breeze. The stone blocks were much older and rougher here. And slightly wet. Panic welled up in Ross’s chest.

      Ashen memories of being hauled into his cell at Solace tore through his mental defenses. The terror of not knowing from one day to the next if he would live or die. The stench of those stone cells. The feeling of evil permeating every fiber of his being.

      Once again, he placed his hand on the rock wall to steady himself, but pulled away immediately, as though stung. Where his hand touched this stone, he heard screams from prisoners. In particular, he saw a woman with brown hair dragged down the stairs; her face battered. Ross glanced at the guard behind him, who stared back, puzzled.

      “Something sharp right there,” Ross mumbled. “Be careful.”

      He turned his attention back to the wall. It was as though someone had trapped a thousand prisoners inside, each one screaming for release. But the stone remembered one prisoner specifically, someone who reminded him of Nienna. Ross kept his hands in his pockets from then on.

      The stairway led them to a dimly lit room. Open barred cells stood in a grid-like pattern. All were empty, and the floors swept clean. A few wooden crates sat stacked against one wall. The dark stone looked back at Ross’s panic with indifference.

      “I’m sorry to bring you down here, but this is where we found the damage,” Owen said.

      “I’d forgotten the castle had a dungeon,” said Frank as he peered around. “How many would have fit down here?”

      “There are one hundred cells. We haven’t used them since my great-grandfather’s time when they built the new prison on Cypress Street. All the locks still work just fine, though,” Owen said.

      Frank chuckled. “I take it you learned that through personal experience?”

      “A few times, yes. Anyway, the current purpose for this place is an extra storage room. In case of an emergency, it’s also a place of refuge for those from Terrapin.”

      “It could likely hold most of the residents.” Frank nodded appreciatively.

      Walking through one more door, Ross followed Owen to the cracked foundation stone. What he saw made his mouth fall open. The split went from floor to ceiling and crossed in the middle in a five-foot stretch. Where the two lines intersected, the stone was already crumbling.

      Frank turned to Owen with a grave expression. “This is serious. If we don’t do something soon, this entire block will crumble, possibly taking this corner of the castle with it.

      “That’s why we sent you a message as soon as we discovered it,” replied Owen. “What gets me is how those rollers could cause such extensive damage.”

      Frank ran his large hand along the wall. “The only thing I can figure is that this stone was weak to begin with. It’s just managed to stay intact for the last millennia.”

      “Well, according to the records, there has been no seismic activity since my ancestors built this castle. And I trust my sister to know such an obscure fact.”

      Frank studied the crack closer. “I’ll put together a bid and send it over right away. We were supposed to start another project after your wedding tomorrow, but it can wait. I might have to refund some of the deposit for Master Green, though.”

      “We appreciate your flexibility,” Owen said with a tip of his head.

      The prince led them back out of the dungeon and up the stairs, chatting idly about the upcoming wedding.

      Ross let his mind drift again, keeping his hands firmly off the walls. He had no desire to hear the screams of the prisoners again. But his curiosity was growing for a woman with dark hair and a battered face.
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      The masons and the prince arrived at the main level of the castle. The question burning within Ross ever since they passed through the gates escaped.

      “Owen,” he said, casually. “You mentioned your sister earlier. How is she?”

      He’d meant to speak with Nienna since he woke up in Alturis. But the power that had radiated off her frightened him, and he’d been too cowardly to come near her since. A sorry excuse, as she was the only reason he was still here.

      If she hadn’t slowed that pond scum down, Ross’s life would have ended from the beginning of that ordeal. He should have at least told her thanks.

      Then there was the strange connection that formed between them after the scraggly man, Himmel, and his decaying teeth stole their sparks. Somehow, her light had filled the darkest recesses of his mind. Even the place he’d hidden his Firespark. Now the power wouldn’t stop pestering him.

      Owen gave a heavy sigh. “Not well. She never sleeps and barely eats. She’s tried to take on work but can’t concentrate long enough without suffering from a panic attack. I don’t know how she’ll handle the wedding tomorrow. Honestly, we don’t know what to do anymore.”

      Spinning on his heel to face Ross, Owen sized him up. “Would you care to look in on her? Perhaps seeing someone who experienced whatever really happened in Solace can reach her where we can’t.”

      Ross looked at Frank. The older man eyed him as though he thought this was a grand idea, but for Ross’s benefit.

      “Stay as long as you like,” Frank said. “I’ll need time this afternoon to work on the bid and line up our crew.”

      “It’s settled,” Owen said, clapping his hands. “Ike, would you take Ross to find Nienna? She’s usually out with the horses in the afternoon.”

      The soldier nodded and gestured for Ross to follow him out into the cold sunshine.

      He bid farewell to Frank and Owen and followed the guard out into the dazzling, snow-laden grounds. Trepidation filled his every step. He’d thought about Nienna nonstop since he woke up in the infirmary at Alturis. What must she think of him for not coming to see her? He wasn’t sure she’d even speak to him.

      These thoughts and others buzzed around his mind like flies. He blew out curling wisps of air as he squinted at the glittering grounds. The white fluff arrived two days ago, two months too early, leaving many farmers to dig their crops out from underneath six inches of snow. If it didn’t melt soon, there might not be a harvest to celebrate this year.

      Children threw snowballs on the lawns, but otherwise, the gardens were quiet. The guard, Ike, led Ross past the brownstone stables and out to the sprawling pastures.

      He could see a multicolored band of horses standing near a cluster of still-green trees. They rested in the middle of what should be a grassy field, swishing their tails lazily, soaking in the sunshine. He couldn’t see her, but something told him Nienna was in the center of the herd.

      A lone guard at the pasture gate stood dressed in a heavy coat and woolen cap, leaning against the pole fencing, reading a piece of parchment. The guard smiled as he tucked the parchment away into an inner pocket. At the sound of crunching snow, he turned.

      “How goes it, Halifax?” Ike asked.

      “About the same as it has for weeks.” Halifax sighed, pulling down his scarf. “She hides in her room until the walls close in, and then we rush out here and stay until the sun sets.”

      “At least you look dressed for the task,” remarked Ike.

      “That’s because I wasn’t the first time we made this trip, and neither was she. I had to get help from the stable hands to drag her back inside that night because I was so numb,” Halifax replied. “Who’s this?”

      “Ross Galbraith. He was at Solace with Nienna,” Ike said, jabbing his thumb at him.

      Ross tried not to shiver at the casual mention of the prison.

      Halifax perked up. “I remember you. I helped get you out of there.” The young man took off his wool cap to reveal white-blond hair.

      “Your name is Orion, isn’t it?” Ross asked slowly, a vague memory surfacing in his mind.

      “Orion Halifax, at your service.” He gave a slight bow. “Are you here to talk Nienna into going back inside?” He had a very hopeful, albeit resigned, expression on his face.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Ross said. Part of him was afraid to see the princess again. As much as he hated to admit it, she intimidated him. She was beautiful, headstrong, wealthy, and powerful.

      Orion unlocked the gate and beckoned Ross to go through. “Be careful approaching the horses. When the black one comes to challenge you, stand your ground. Otherwise, he’ll chase you clear to the gate.”

      “Had experience with that, have you?” asked Ike with a smirk.

      “Not me. But I got a full afternoon of entertainment watching Falkirk try to retrieve Nienna from the pasture. Every time he drew too close, that horse would come out, puffing and snorting. Falkirk would lose his nerve and run back to the gate with that black devil trying to nip his rump the whole way.”

      Ike chuckled. “I might have to sneak out here next time he’s on duty.”

      Ross did not smile. He was about to face the horse himself. The mason threw back his shoulders to feign confidence and left the safety of the gate. As predicted, when he got halfway, the black horse lifted his head with a snort, ears trained on Ross.

      He continued slowly, sending out thoughts of calm toward the horses. His Earthspark didn’t work well with animals. He preferred stone.

      The gelding came in front of the band, neck arched and blowing hard. Again, Ross willed thoughts of calm and peace toward the animals. The horse shook his mane, striking out with his hooves. When he didn’t retreat, the black brute charged. He sensed the horse was testing him, so he stopped.

      With a wild cry, the horse raced at him, snow flying up from his hooves. But instead of running him over, the gelding made a wide arc, coming to a stop two feet away. Ross remained where he was, despite the urge to run. The black beast nosed him hard in the chest as though to say, “Who are you?”

      He found the words slipping from his tongue. “I need to speak to her.”

      The gelding’s brown eyes softened, and his posture relaxed. He turned and trudged back to the other horses. Ross followed in his wake, adrenaline coursing through his limbs. For just a moment, he thought he’d become fertilizer for the grass.

      Many heads turned to look at him curiously when he approached the horses, but they didn’t pay him much attention. They were too busy drinking in the last of the golden rays. The black gelding nosed up to Nienna much more gently than he had Ross a moment ago, and she looked around.

      What he saw made him stop short.

      Nienna was thin. Almost skeletal. Her cheekbones stuck out sharply against her skin. Gray eyes, that once had been brilliant, were now dull as a cloudy day. Dark hair hung limply down her back. This was not the proud creature he’d danced with last spring. This girl was broken.

      “You seem well,” she said in a faint echo.

      “Much better than you, I can see,” he said bluntly. Nienna looked weak enough to collapse. What had happened to her?

      She looked away from him and rubbed the gelding’s nose. “If you only came here to mock me, please leave. I get enough of that without you adding to it.”

      He should have checked on her sooner. He’d heard the healer, Teague, had gone away, but he thought that was because Nienna had actually healed.

      “Why are you out here?”

      “Like you care,” she said, glaring at the gate.

      “I actually care quite a lot,” Ross wanted to say, but the words that came out were, “You’re hiding.”

      “Hiding?” The bruise-like depressions below her haunted eyes deepened. “Of course I’m hiding. I come here nearly every day to get away from the sympathetic looks all the castle staff give me. I don’t need their pity.”

      “Then what do you need? Because I fear you have gone without it for far too long.”

      Ross could see her hard exterior crack along the edges. He wanted to get closer, let her know she wasn’t alone, but fear held him back.

      “What I need is someone who can fix me. No one knows what’s going on inside. They don’t have nightmares every night. They go on with their lives while I’m stuck reliving the past. Afraid to say anything for fear of being sent to the asylum or accused of black magic. I recoil any time someone touches me. I feel each of their lights too poignantly, and I can’t stay focused long enough to do anything worthwhile.” Her tone was bitter as she spoke.

      “You’re not alone,” Ross said, taking a careful step toward her.

      Shaking her head, she whispered, “Even you don’t understand. The moment that medallion rested around my neck, it seared me like a hot branding iron. I still feel its heat, though the scar no longer remains.”

      “I do know what that’s like. Those lowlifes experimented first on me,” Ross said. He undid the clasp on his coat to reveal the circular scar on his chest.

      Nienna looked directly at him for the first time.

      “I was the strongest spark they’d found next to you. I spent weeks being tortured and watching others tortured until you arrived,” Ross said, redoing the clasp on his coat. The air was too cold to keep it open. “I do not deny that your experience was horrible. But it wasn’t the only bad one.”

      Nienna’s whole body seemed to sag. “How have you managed with those images in your mind?” Her voice cracked.

      “I’ve confronted what I can, buried what I can’t. I’ll have to deal with those memories at some point, but not yet,” he said. “What do you do when your nightmares hit?”

      “I’m frozen, forced to watch and feel everything in excruciating detail. The stink of the cells assault me. The rough hands of that pockmarked man touching my skin. All of it. Then I wake up screaming as the medallion funnels everyone’s Earthspark into me, then out and down into that pit.”

      Her hands fell to her sides, and Ross longed to reach for one.

      “Usually, I can stop the screaming before I get too loud and wake up the castle, but not always,” Nienna continued.

      He gazed out over the pasture and back to the gate. He frowned. Four people leaned against the fence now. The two guards who had previously been there were still present. The other two were possibly Owen and the other guard who’d accompanied them to the dungeons.

      Why couldn’t they mind their own business? At least they wouldn’t be overheard out here. He watched as she wiped away the tears she’d let slip and wished he could do it for her. His heart ached to see her like this.

      Ross gently gripped her shoulders. “It will get better, and the dreams will lose their sting, eventually.”

      Her eyes were devoid of hope. “I very much doubt it. My Earthspark is gone, Ross. I catch flickers of it now and again, but for whatever reason, it flees every time I try to grasp it. I’m so weak and so tired.”

      “You’re not weak. You saved my life and many others in that prison,” he said. His midsection fluttered as he took a step closer.

      Nienna shook her head. “I didn’t save everyone.”

      Ross stared at her in disbelief, his mouth open.

      “Those two who died were filthy crows who’d broken into several homes, beating the owners and making off with anything shiny they could get their hands on. The world is better off without them,” Ross said. He knew his words were callous, but they were true.

      She tried to pull away, but he held her firm. “If you’re wallowing in your mire of self-loathing because of them, you’ll never be free from your pain, and it will crush you. All because you couldn’t save those two petty thieves who had an affinity for shiny rocks.”

      “I am not wallowing,” she said in a low, sharp voice. She swung her arms between the gap of his own and hit his hands away.

      “Languishing, if you prefer,” he said, irritated. “You’re blaming yourself for things that aren’t your fault. You should celebrate the fact that you saved ten other people, me included. If you’d saved those two thieves, they would have died at the executioner’s block sooner or later.”

      “It’s not just them,” Nienna said, her voice steadily rising.

      Her anger was building, and he needed to stoke it. She needed to feel something other than the empty loneliness of depression. He knew how that felt, too.

      “Then what is it?” he demanded, stepping close to her again, at least until he felt the tip of a blade touching his chest.

      The horses snorted and pranced nervously. Looking down at the dagger aimed upward at his heart, he now understood why Nienna’s guard stayed on the outside of the pasture.

      “I do not have to explain myself to you,” she said. Her face was like cold flint.

      Ross wouldn’t back down. “You may not have to explain yourself to me, but you will have to face the facts. It’s been two months. How much longer are you going to wait to start living again?”

      “Why did you come out here?” she demanded, ignoring his question.

      “I came to see a girl who doesn’t exist anymore,” he said.

      With that, he left the circle of horses. His tenuous hold on that unruly power he’d carried since birth was fading. If he lost control of it now, within sight of three castle guards, plus the prince, he’d wind up in the Bricks, no matter who he was related to. The elemental powers were taboo and almost considered a worse crime than murder.

      “Why are you always walking away from me?” the princess asked in a defeated voice. The knife hung limp at her side.

      “Because my toes are numb, and I’m ready for a fire,” he said. “Plus, I’m sure Frank needs to get home.” A lie. Frank was already home.

      The horses allowed him to leave unchallenged. When he arrived at the gate, he saw his observation was correct. Owen stood there with his two guards and Orion.

      “Did she mention if she was coming in soon?” Orion asked hopefully.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if she comes in soon,” Ross said. “I gave her a lot to think about. Though I understand why you lot keep your distance.”

      “She pulled the knife on you, didn’t she?” Owen asked, his face falling.

      “She did indeed. But I pushed her on purpose,” Ross replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must be going.”

      “Oh,” Owen said with a start. “Rivkah wants you to stay and have dinner with us tonight. She’s getting the guest quarters ready as we speak. Frank said to tell you he’ll bring your attire for the wedding tomorrow and thought you and Nienna should try to talk more.”

      Ross wasn’t sure whether he should be happy about this turn of events or not. Under normal circumstances, he would have been thrilled. His adoptive cousin, Rivkah Parker, was a delightful woman, always warm and welcoming. But right now, he needed to have a few moments alone before his power got the better of him.

      “Very good,” Ross said with a forced smile. “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head in his ultra-polite and slightly sarcastic manner. Owen seemed to sense his discomfort, despite the mask of propriety.

      “Here she comes,” Orion said, rubbing his hands.

      The princess trudged through the powdery snow until she got to the gate. She gave a venomous stare to Ross, nodded to her brother, and walked past the five men into the growing darkness of the castle’s shadow.

      “Gentlemen,” Orion said, giving a one-fingered salute. Then followed the princess at a safe distance back toward the castle.

      “Don’t worry. You won’t get stuck with a knife in the middle of the night,” the prince jested, swinging an arm around Ross’s shoulders. “She only does that to people she doesn’t like.”

      “Thanks,” Ross said, narrowing his eyes. “I feel so much safer.”

      “I would recommend not roaming the castle at night, though,” Owen said seriously. “I can’t guarantee you’ll make it to the wedding tomorrow.”

      Ross laughed until he saw that, for once, Owen wasn’t joking. “What happens at night?”
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      Nienna ran her hands down her face. She didn’t know why she bothered to sleep. Without fail, she woke up screaming into her pillow as dreams morphed into nightmares every night.

      She yanked the soft, downy covers off, dressed in a loose shirt and trousers, then pulled on thick wool socks to protect her feet from the frigid stone. The freak snowstorms had passed, but a bitter cold that accompanied the depths of winter replaced them. It would be a tight year in the kingdom if the farmers couldn’t get their crops out of the frozen ground soon.

      Her knives with the cherrywood and silver handles rested on her nightstand. They rarely strayed far from her these days. Once, they belonged to Teague’s sister, Fallon, a Pathfinder in Tellen’s inner circle. The Guardian gave Nienna the knives and a matching staff named Auryon before they left his home of Peroma. Then after her time in Solace, Teague reaffirmed the gift by entrusting her to continue carrying them, along with Fallon’s tree ring.

      A plain staff leaned against the wall, always within easy reach. It wasn’t nearly as beautiful as Auryon had been before a Hein wolf snapped it in two, but it was serviceable. Grabbing the knives and the staff, she snuck from her room, tiptoeing down the quiet corridor. There was only one thing to do to keep the monsters in her mind at bay.

      Creeping through the castle like a mouse, she made it into the practice room without detection. Bright moonlight streamed in through the wall-sized windows, casting boxes of cool white light on the wooden floor. Nienna lit the brazier to chase away the lurking shadows. Liam or Orion, whoever was on duty tonight, would likely be down later once they figured out she’d gone again, but she was alone for now.

      The wood planking was cold beneath her bare feet as she removed her socks. She then carefully set the knives on the floor and gripped her staff. It was a serviceable replacement, but she missed the feel of Auryon.

      Nienna’s new staff was a deep brown, and the end with the blade felt heavier. Teague had insisted that she simply needed to practice with it to adjust for the imperfection. So every night when the nightmares became too much, she came here and practiced.

      She warmed up by creating large figure eights in the air before her, then sent the staff spinning in a quick pinwheel. She brought the weapon down in a wide arc, taking her invisible opponent down at the shoulder. A vicious thrust to the midsection followed, and she watched in her mind’s eye as the stringy-haired man plunged into the gaping maw of the cavern.

      This went on for several minutes until she heard quiet applause from the door. She spun around, ready to defend herself against the intruder. But the only one there was Owen.

      “When you said you were going to train with Master Ramforth this summer, I was skeptical. I never thought my innocent little sister could become so formidable, and I daresay you would give Barrett Marks a run for his money now.”

      “What are you doing up?” Nienna panted, relaxing her stance. “Shouldn’t you be resting for your wedding tomorrow?”

      “Aye, I should. But I’m having trouble sleeping as I keep dreaming of showing up late, and Rivkah marries Duke Conner’s son Richard instead.” He flashed her his characteristic impish grin.

      “Sounds awful,” Nienna said sarcastically, giving him a half-smile.

      “There!” he exclaimed. “I knew it still existed.”

      “What?” She spun around, trying to find the danger.

      “A smile. It’s faint, but I saw it.” Owen came to stand in front of her. “I only hope to see it more often.”

      “Oh. I try…” Nienna began.

      Her brother placed his hands on her bony shoulders. “That’s all I ask.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes, but she blinked them away before they fell.

      “How about your swordsmanship? Did Ramforth or Demetrius work with you on that?” Owen asked, changing the subject. “I never could make it to your practice sessions.”

      Nienna drew herself up and said, “Tellen only had time to teach me how to use the staff. Teague taught me swordsmanship before he left, though I know I have more to learn.”

      “Let’s find out what you know.” Owen retrieved two metal swords from the rack nearby and handed one to her.

      “Try to touch me if you can,” he taunted. He brought the weapon up in salute.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t use wooden swords? I don’t want to be the reason your wedding has to be postponed,” Nienna said in concern.

      “Nonsense. We’ll be fine.”

      Two minutes into the match, she nicked her brother on the arm, causing a small trail of blood to appear.

      “Lucky hit.” Owen winced as he applied pressure to make the bleeding stop. “Nothing to worry about. Let’s keep going.”

      Within another three minutes, she sent Owen’s sword skittering across the floor with a metallic clang. The blade pointed at his heaving chest. A hint of panic flared in his wide eyes.

      “There is no way you learned to fight like that in just two months,” Owen accused. “It’s not possible. Plus, my reach is longer. Yet you continued to slip past my defenses.”

      “Teague is a brilliant teacher,” Nienna said, lowering the sword.

      Owen walked over to his fallen blade. “If he ever comes back, I need to have him give me a few lessons. Your style is raw and ferocious, but poised and controlled. I’ve never come across it.”

      He gave her a sideways look. “It appears that the two skin-changers taught you weaponry. Though I’m pretty sure Ramforth snuck in a kiss somewhere.”

      “You are relentless,” she said. Her face was flushed from the exercise, so there was no risk of him noticing an increase in color.

      “I never thought you’d learn how to use more than a letter opener, yet you have just defeated me in single combat. So when did Master Ramforth kiss you? Your sickly pallor took on a strawberry shade when I mentioned it.” Owen bumped her shoulder, nearly making her topple over.

      Curse her brother’s powers of observation. “He first kissed me as I lay dying in his arms,” she said, avoiding his eyes.

      Owen’s grin immediately vanished.

      “The second time he kissed me, I wore a lace dress as we stood on a balcony overlooking a pool of waterfalls that sparkled with sunshine.”

      “I do believe you made that up,” he said shrewdly. “It sounds like it was more of a fairytale than reality. He’s kissed you at some point, and I’ll figure it out.”

      Nienna shrugged. Sometimes the truth was stranger than fiction.

      After a moment, Owen said, “You never answered me about tomorrow.”

      She glanced away, rubbing her arm. He’d been bugging her for days, asking if she would still be the Maid of Honor at the wedding tomorrow. Or today. It was getting into the wee hours of the morning by now. She was terrified of being in a crowd, falling prey to a panic attack as she stood on the rostrum and causing a scene. She couldn’t bear the shame.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll admit, the dinner party last week was a fiasco,” he said, waving his hand. “But I’ve asked Ross to be your escort tomorrow, and he promised he’d stay by your side the whole day so long as you didn’t poke him in the ribs with a knife.”

      “You what?” Nienna’s head shot up. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because he needs help just as much as you. Nightmares and panic attacks don’t plague him, but neither is he well. He spent time in that prison too. Neither of you can give anyone straight answers about what happened in that place, so we thought you might be more open with one another. Frank and Jenna are worried about him.”

      After their encounter this afternoon, Nienna doubted Ross would be any more thrilled about the arrangement than she was.

      “Promise me you’ll be there. You don’t have to stay for the ball afterward, but at least come to the wedding,” he pleaded.

      Nienna bit her lip. She wanted to say no, and hide in a stone room where nothing could reach her ever again. But Owen was begging her. He never begged for anything.

      “I will come,” she said reluctantly.

      “Wonderful,” he crowed in triumph.

      Nienna brought up a finger and pointed it at him. “Only if you allow me to leave if I feel like I will cause a scene by remaining.”

      His eager expression a moment ago fell into disappointment, but he held out his hand. “Deal.”
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      The comb shook in Nienna’s hands as she tucked unruly strands of hair back into place. Why did she agree to this? The gilded mirror before her reflected someone closer to death than one getting ready for a wedding.

      She wore an elegant emerald green dress that hung off her too-thin frame, while her limp hair sat in a simple knot at the base of her neck. Nienna had even stooped to wear the makeup she kept in a small drawer in her vanity. The dark circles from her many sleepless nights were still visible, but it made her look less like a reanimated corpse. A light touch of rouge colored her pale cheeks and trembling lips. From a distance, she looked almost normal.

      Nienna hugged herself as she turned away from the mirror. She wanted to back out of this and hide in her room for the rest of the day. But if she did, then she’d miss Owen and Rivkah exchanging their vows in the castle cathedral. She’d have to see his disappointment the rest of her life, and that wasn’t something she wanted to bear.

      A sharp knock sounded on the door, making Nienna jump, bumping into the expensive mirror.

      “Yes?” she asked. Her voice was shrill after her fright.

      “It’s Ross. It’s time to go down.”

      She lifted her eyes to the sky before squeezing them shut and sent up a silent prayer. For all that is good, please let me make it through today.

      Ross said little on their way down, but his steady arm gave her the courage to keep putting one foot in front of the other as they walked to the chapel. Despite the nerves, and the sickly roil of her stomach, a foreign warmth filled her as he kept his hand on hers.

      Fifteen minutes later, Nienna stood at the chapel’s front next to Livia, Rivkah’s youngest sister. Prentice, the other Parker sister, should have been standing to her right. Instead, she was wandering the wilds somewhere with Aspen Perrill, Nienna’s former guard. For the Parkers’ sake, she hoped the girl was still alive.

      Sandwiched between Owen and Axel Roark, Ross wore the green and silver colors of the Comstocks. His dark combed hair sat neatly to one side, and his tan face showed just a shadow of stubble. But his brown eyes constantly flicked in her direction, casting her worried glances, as though he could sense she was ready to bolt.

      Nienna tried to relax, but the air in the room thinned as more people filed in.

      I can do this, she thought.

      Nienna gripped her bouquet tightly in her hands. She was safe, surrounded by family and friends. She forced herself to relax a fraction as the rest of the guests filled the empty chairs. Soon everyone was seated, and quiet conversations permeated the chapel. Waterlike music underscored the hushed whispers, and she did her best to match her breathing
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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