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      To those of us who struggle with our own darkness: You are not alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Book One

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        59. Chapter 1

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Storm of Chaos and Shadows

        C.L. Briar

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The fluttering wings of roguish pixies whipped and whirled around me, celebrating their freedom on a brisk, winter breeze. They hovered over my head, iridescent wings and pale skin swirling between escaped strands of my chestnut curls. Mischievous grins met my glare as their agile forms darted into the branches above.

      Shielding my eyes, I shrieked as snow tumbled down. The sting of sleet pierced my neck, jerking my body upright as the icy chill slid down my spine. I leapt up, shaking off the frost-covered pine needles with a slew of curses on the tip of my tongue, but before I could give life to the words, the pixies were gone.

      Already off on their next adventure.

      How I envied those beautiful, wicked creatures. No larger than my smallest finger and yet granted with the power to choose their own destinies. While I was stuck trudging through mine.

      Sighing, I turned back to the task at hand.

      “How is this possible? No wonder we haven’t had any meat this week,” I grumbled while hunched over a tangled lump of rope, scolding myself for letting Will help. I knew better than to trust my younger brother with something as important as this.

      The chill of snow pressed through my worn, oversized boots as my numb fingers pulled and stretched the jumbled mess to no avail. Without the snares set properly, we would be dependent on the limited amount of vegetation peeking through the melting snowbanks, which wasn’t nearly enough.

      My sisters had gone foraging the day before last but had found only a measly handful of winter roots. We had agreed to save the remaining bits of dried hare for young Will, but if I didn’t manage to bring something back tonight, we’d have to split what was left between the four of us. Even then, it would only last another night or two.

      My stomach twisted as I considered the alternative. I could venture north, just outside of the human village where I knew other hungry families had snares set. It wasn’t ideal, stealing food from others who were in situations just as precarious as mine, but if I had to sacrifice another sliver of my soul to ensure my family survived, I would.

      I’d done it before.

      I hated these woods. Hated the time I was forced to spend trekking through them. It hadn’t always been that way. There had been a time when I’d begged to join my older brothers and father in the forest—a time when I had yearned for the adventure that came from stalking through the thick trees, reveling in the scent of pine, knowing I was safe within the Borderlands.

      But that was before. Back when we had enough strength to defend our borders and offer respite to other humans fleeing the innate brutality of the fae. Before humans had started dying.

      We were left with only a fraction of the force we once had. Our government was in ruins. There simply were not enough humans left to sustain it. What remained of the military force had pulled together, attempting to keep the scraps of our civilization alive, but their power was limited. Especially with the human death toll continuing to climb.

      The world changed the day that terrible storm had ravaged our world, claiming nearly half of all human lives. Attacks against human villages started soon after and had been growing ever since. Entire towns—destroyed.

      Most thought a rogue group of rebels from the vicious Dark Kingdom were responsible, intent on ridding this world of us—humans—once and for all. Others thought it was the coming of days, foretold by the ancient prophecies that had somehow been lost over time, only circulating in bits and pieces of sacred text.

      But me? I didn’t care what had brought about this fate, prophecies or otherwise. The outcome was still the same. My parents, my older brothers… they were dead. And that dreadful reality would never change.

      My fingers pulled and twisted, but the tangled heap of rope didn’t loosen. I’d had enough of hunting, enough of the constant hunger gnawing my belly, enough of the guilt that raked me at not being able to give my family a better life.

      The days of carefree happiness were at an end. This forest had become a prison, one that was capricious with her blessings, begrudgingly offering the minimum amount of nourishment to keep my family from starving.

      A few choice words issued from my mouth as I launched the useless ball through the forest. I’d have to make do with the other snares, poaching or otherwise, or risk delving further into the treacherous lands of the west. My stomach twisted at the thought of going into the Wild Kingdom. At least if I ran into one of the beasts, it would serve as a good distraction.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as a huffed surprise pierced the surrounding silence. My head shot up, eyes combing through the trees for the source, but I kept my kneeling position, not wanting to give away more than I already had.

      A hulking figure emerged from the still lingering morning shadows, untangling itself from the mess of rope I’d tossed. Closely kept sandy blond hair reflected the rays of the late winter sun, as did the white of his winter-issued military uniform.

      My stomach lurched at the sight. Men from the base didn’t normally stray this far south. Most were said to be honorable, but I was well aware that even the most adored beings had a dark side. I had no intention of being at another’s mercy.

      My hand reached for my dagger on reflex, only to find the sheath along my boot empty. A curse flew from my lips. I knew better than to be unarmed in these woods. Yet another careless oversight on my part, but it was hard to think straight when you hadn’t had a proper meal in weeks.

      Get it together, Elara.

      I stood and took a cautious step backwards, toward the large pine tree where my blade sat tucked within my pack. It was nestled among the gnarled roots, just beside my bow and quiver.

      The crunching of dried leaves and twigs grew louder, snapping my attention back to the looming figure. No weapons were visible upon quick examination, but I was smart enough to know there were probably a few tucked beneath his clothes.

      His lofty frame shifted as he worked through the maze of branches. A broad chest gave way to thick, muscular arms, one holding the twisted rope, and the other supporting the swaying weight of two juicy hares dangling from his left shoulder.

      Just one of those animals would keep my family fed for the next week. My mouth watered at the thought of fresh meat and the feeling of a full belly. I wouldn't have to steal from other families, not today, at least. There was only one obstacle blocking that future from being fulfilled, and he was walking right toward me.

      My fingers twitched, eager for the familiar weight of a blade in my hand, but if he were truly from the base, he would be difficult to defeat. Only the best fighters were accepted within their walls. What he didn’t know was that I had spent countless hours hovering on the outskirts of the military base, probably the very one he resided in. I knew it was an unattainable dream, the last of my childhood hopes, but I couldn’t find it within myself to relinquish the desire to one day join them.

      He stepped through the last of the trees, pausing in a patch of soft sunlight. Astonishment flashed across emerald eyes as he took in my appearance, eyes sweeping the length of me.

      I kept my chin dipped, grateful for the encompassing hood hiding me from his curious gaze, though I couldn’t hide the tips of my hair from tumbling past its cover. His lips slanted up, easing his strong jaw line dotted with the hint of what promised to be a full beard. His once-sleek nose had a small kink, probably from a previous break, but rather than stripping an ounce from his beauty, the irregularity added to it. How annoying.

      “Hello,” his deep voice soothed. “I must confess, I am surprised to find anyone out in the forest, let alone a young girl. Was that you I overheard?”

      It took all the self-control I had not to scoff. I was twenty, the eldest of my family and hardly a ‘young girl’. But if I were going to have a chance at those hares, I needed to use every advantage I could.

      Content to let him think I was an abandoned child, I chose not to answer, and instead crept further toward my pack.

      His lips quirked as he took a hesitant step in my direction. “Such strong language for someone so young. Can I be of assistance with something?”

      Strong language, indeed. As if he hadn’t heard worse living at the base. I chanced another step back. His eyes tracked the movement, drifting along the oversized coat dwarfing me with its bulk.

      “It’s okay. I mean you no harm, little one,” he soothed, his voice dropping as if to calm a skittish doe. “Is your father nearby? Or perhaps an older brother?” My gut twisted with the unintended blow as the memories of their ghosts surfaced. There was no one else in these haunted woods but me. And the unsuspecting man before me.

      My ravenous eyes tracked the hares as they swung forward with the soldier’s approach. They were thick; large despite the ruthless frost still lingering. I hadn’t yet needed to kill for our survival, but a cold, rational part of my mind knew it was only a matter of time. My foot crunched across bare, brittle branches littering the frost-covered floor as I cautioned another step away. A few more and I’d be in reach of my pack and the blade within.

      His green eyes narrowed at the movement, darting from the gnarled mess of rope and my retreat. A calculated look crossed his features as he inspected my clothing once more, as if trying to decipher a clever puzzle without having all the pieces.

      My spine straightened under his gaze, knowing what those intrusive eyes of his would find and refusing to be ashamed by it. The coat, which had only been waist length on Papa, dropped to my knees. It was worn, with fraying material along the hem, but it was the warmest item of clothing I had. Likewise, the leather boots had once belonged to my older brother, Jem. The toes were scoffed with small holes that let in flakes of melted snow, but the balled-up bits of material I used to stuff the tips blocked most of the cold and helped to keep my balance.

      “Is there no one with you?” he questioned in a soft, worried tone.

      A quick shake of my head was my only answer.

      His shoulders dipped, as if my response imparted an added weight to his already heavy shoulders. Voiced laced with pity, he spoke, “Do you need help learning how to set a snare, little one?”

      “I don’t need your assistance. I’m quite capable of handling things on my own,” I snapped, irritation overwhelming my better judgement. I hated pity. It was a worthless emotion, used only to differentiate the strong from the weak. And I refused to be weak.

      I wasn’t helpless. And I wasn’t little. I was a perfectly reasonable height. In fact, most would consider me tall, at least by human standards, though I suppose nearly everyone would seem insignificant to a person of his stature. My eyes flickered over his ears, half expecting him to be fae based on his size alone. Rounded tips. So, he was human.

      With a condescending tilt of his head and a twitch of his lips, he resumed his approach. “Come now, is that any way to speak to your rescuer? I may even share one of these juicy hares with you, if you ask nicely.”

      To my utter humiliation, my stomach chose that moment to issue a raucous grumble. Maybe there was a chance he hadn’t heard it.

      A capricious laugh rumbled from him. “It seems like your stomach is in agreement with me.”

      Hating the amused glint lingering in his eyes, I groaned as I risked a glance over my shoulder. The tree was further away than I had anticipated, and he was approaching quicker now, at ease with the knowledge that I was alone.

      I wouldn't make it to my blade before he was upon me. Shifting my stance, I staggered my feet, readying to defend myself. I’d heard horrific stories before of young women bewitched by handsome strangers only to be deceived, but I refused to buy into the noble rescuer ploy.

      The agonizing truth was there were very few decent people left in this world. Not after the storm that rocked Pax to its very foundations. I’d been the naïve girl once, and my family had suffered for it. I refused to fail them again.

      This last year had been harder than the rest. The creatures of the forest were growing bolder, flushed out from the dark corners of the world by the mounting attacks. Though humans appeared to be the primary target, all of Pax was suffering. It was as if the earth herself were unsettled, as if she were trying to warn us of something worse looming nearer.

      Not that any of that bothered the approaching man. Handsome, confident, and if the thickness of his legs and the strength displayed across his forearms were any indication, he hadn’t been forced to skip meals. He looked happy.

      The thought spurred my anger, igniting it into a deep-seated rage. He looked light, content with his life, while my family struggled to make it through each night.

      “Don’t be upset. I can help. I know it may seem like a complex task for someone such as yourself, but snares are actually quite simple.”

      Quirking a brow at his arrogance, I watched as his powerful legs propelled him forward. The insignia of the guard flashed in the corner of his bulky, white coat. His boots were smudged with mud, but his outfit was otherwise in pristine condition.

      I wondered if this was the man the others had spoken of at the trading market some months ago.

      I’d retired to the local bar, sipping on a pint of honey-flavored ale when a rowdy cluster of swaying men chatted about a military influx. They had praised a renowned fighter, a general, who was to join their ranks, sure to strengthen the human resistance and fortify our grossly under prepared defenses against the increasing fae attacks. They spoke of him as if he were a legend. As if the gods themselves had delivered him to us.

      My eyes drifted over the man before me, noting the self-assured strides and the cocky tilt of his lips, the very man who still thought me an ill prepared, silly girl lost in the woods. If this was the savior of humanity, we were surely doomed.

      “I’ve taught many. I’m sure instructing you will be no different. Though, really,” he reprimanded. “You’ll never be successful if you can’t keep your rope organized. The snares should be checked every few days and adjusted as needed.”

      Heat flooded my cheeks as I fought to keep a response from flying off my tongue. Did he really think I was responsible for that tangled mess? That I didn’t know how to set a simple snare? Gods, every surviving being, human and fae alike, knew how to set one. You learned or you died. And here was this arrogant prick acting like I had less knowledge than my eight-year-old brother.

      He continued with confidence, the type that only self-assured males were capable of. “It’s okay to be embarrassed, little one. Not everyone has the same skills in life. The important thing is being willing to learn.”

      His height causes me to arch my neck slightly as he took a final step toward me. He deposited the hares alongside us as he held the would-be snare up. “This bit may be too tangled, but I’d be willing to show you how to place a simple one. It would be something basic. Even the most inexperienced of people should be able to pick it up.”

      He gave me an empathetic smile. My jaw clenched. “Do you happen to have more rope?”

      Tilting my head up, I met his question with a mischievous smile, the movement causing my hood to fall back. I paused, just long enough to appreciate the confusion blossoming across his face, before striking.

      I spun, one leg sweeping out against his own. He crashed onto the ground, gasping for air as he landed in a puddle of muddy sleet. Taking advantage of my opening, I snagged the hares and my pack before dashing toward the thicker part of the forest, sending up a prayer he’d leave the bow and quiver for me to retrieve later. I couldn’t waste the time securing them now.

      Running away may have made me a coward, but I wasn’t stupid. This guy was huge, and I didn’t feel like testing my luck with him in a proper fight.

      I sprinted through the trees, chest heaving, feet hitting ice-slicked earth in a maddening dash. Each stride carried me toward freedom. A laugh bubbled through my lips, the hares thumping against my back as I dashed through the trees. I’d done it. I’d bested a soldier and secured weeks’ worth of food in the process. Greer and Lannie would be relieved, and little Will—I could already picture his eyes widening at the sight of food.

      A gasp tore from my lips as a rock-hard mass slammed into my back, tackling me to the ground. I landed face first in a frosty pool of dense mud. The hares went flying and my pack landed just out of reach. Despite his thick frame, I was able to wiggle forward through earth and ice, stretching until I reached the edge of my tattered bag.

      My hand plunged inside, searching. Sending up a quick thanks to the gods, as my palm found the iron hilt of the dagger. A sinister smile stole across my lips. His larger size proved to be a hindrance, but I was quick and used to being outmatched. With the blade secured in my grasp, I twisted beneath him, swinging the sharpened tip up, toward the soft flesh of his neck.

      The silver of the blade gleamed across tanned skin. It would be so easy. If I tilted my wrist just a hair further, his flesh would split. A bit more, and the great vessels beneath, the ones thrumming with pulses of rushing blood, would rupture. I could almost see it, could practically taste the metallic tang that would coat the air in the aftermath.

      With unexpected speed, he jerked away a moment before the fatal blow could land. Large hands cupped my own, slamming my wrist down against the dense earth, the force knocking the dagger from my grasp.

      His murderous glare bored into me as his solid body pressed against mine. I bucked and strained, searching for a weakness—for anything that would allow me to escape—but found none. Firm thighs held me in place as the force of his arms restrained mine. With another swift jerk, both my hands were pulled up, secured in place with just one of his.

      A lump formed in my throat as I realized there was no way to overpower him. I needed to be smart, bide my time until he let his guard down, but judging by the angry glint in his eyes and the taut pull of his body, that wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon.

      “What the hell?” he growled. “I was trying to help you!”

      “I don’t need your help. I’m not some child and I definitely don’t need some arrogant prick thinking he’s a hero. Now, get off me!”

      His livid glare eased, diluted, as a hint of curiosity flickered over his features. Emerald eyes moved down my body, taking in my brown curls and hazel eyes, before traveling down to snag on the disheveled opening in my baggy coat. The thin cotton clung to my chest, heaving with rage and exertion.

      Eyes widening, his pupils dilated with something dangerously close to desire. It wasn’t the distraction I had planned for, but as his eyes dipped lower, his grasp lessened slightly, affording me the opening I needed. Bucking my hips, I planted my feet, throwing him off balance enough to tear my hands loose.

      But his thighs still held mine, grounding me to the earth. I pushed and shoved, leaving grimy smudges across his once pristine uniform, but only solid unmoving muscle lay beneath.

      He threw his head back in a laugh. “Is that all you’ve got, little one?”

      I hissed in rage. If only I had my dagger, I’d be able to put an end to his laughing once and for all. My body twisted with all the force I could muster, allowing my arm to spring back before snapping forward. A splintering crunch echoed through the forest as my fist connected with his nose.

      Ignoring the sting of pain across my knuckles, I shoved against him again. This time, he fell. Scrambling up, I launched toward the forest, pausing at the edge to search for the hares. With this pissed off prick, it would be several days before I could chance hunting.

      A strangled chuckle drew my attention back to the muscular frame kneeling in the snow. He was holding his nose, a thin streak of scarlet mixing with the muddy stains across his chest. But rather than angry, he looked at me with a bemused smirk, his eyes roving across my form as he stood.

      “Well done, little one. That was impressive.” He swiped an arm across his nose, unbothered by the crimson streak slashing through his sleeve and glanced to his left.

      I cursed, following his line of sight toward my pack and the pair of hares beyond it. In the time it took for me to start forward, he’d already swung around and gathered my belongings.

      “What do we have here?” he said, rummaging through my things.

      “That’s mine!”

      With a quick leap, he managed to avoid my swing, moving closer to the hares and my discarded knife beside them.

      “You know, when a gentleman offers to help a lady, she normally accepts.” His head tilted. “And most are grateful.”

      I snorted. This guy was so full of himself.

      “I’m impressed that you bested me, even if only for a moment, little one.”

      A flush crept across my cheeks as my temper flared. “I am not little.”

      His pacing halted as his bright eyes surveyed me once more, his attention snagging on my exposed undershirt. A chilling breeze licked across my chest, the chill pebbling my skin to draw taut against the damp fabric.

      “No. You most definitely are a woman.” His lips twitched as my blush deepened. “Though I find you still come off as rather small. And inexperienced.”

      I blinked.

      “Had you been a little quicker, you could have gotten away, and with my hares too, I might add.”

      My fists clenched as I thought of all the ways to end his life. If only I had my dagger. He continued unaware of the grisly pictures flashing through my mind.

      “That being said, I do think your efforts deserve a reward.”

      Stooping, he gathered the hares, weighing his decision a moment longer before holding them out for me.

      I snatched them away with a wary glare. This may be a trick, but I’d have to risk it. My family wouldn’t survive without the food.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, uncertain what was in it for him.

      “It’s a gift,” he said, answering my unspoken question as he handed over my pack. “No catch. It has been a while since someone’s surprised me.”

      “You say that like it was difficult.”

      His lips twitched. “For most, it is. It’s extremely challenging to surprise a general.”

      My spine stiffened with his acknowledgement. I had suspected him to be the one they spoke of, but having it confirmed felt different somehow… more foreboding. Being a general was always a position of power, but with the fall of our human government, he was practically the equivalent of a human royal.

      “Well, this has been fun. I could escort you home—”

      “No,” I swallowed. His shoulders pulled back. “No, thank you. I live just south of here and can take care of myself. Your services won’t be required.”

      His lips tilted up with some unknown jest. “Yes, I can see that.”

      I gave him a wide berth as I stepped around him. He was courteous enough to respect my wishes and maintain his distance.

      “Be sure to stay safe. If you find you are in need of anything, I’ve just returned to the base, Camp Bellum.”

      “Returned? I thought the renowned general was a transfer from the south, having faced the horrors of the Earth Kingdom, fighting for human equality, and now graciously agreeing to protect our small, crumbling corner of the world.”

      A tick in his jaw hammered at the mention of the Earth Kingdom. “That’s me.” He shrugged, crafting a dazzling smile full of charm. I had no doubt that smile alone had earned him the hearts of ladies across the realm, perhaps men as well. “I apologize. Let me introduce myself. My name is—”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      His confident smile faltered at my blatant refusal. I nearly laughed at the sight. It was clear he wasn’t used to being denied. Still, it would be best not to test my luck.

      “There’s no need for formalities. Our lives are grossly different. I doubt we will see each other again.”

      He dipped his head, though remained quiet.

      “Thank you, again, for the hares,” I muttered as I slipped past him.

      “You earned them. I’d be careful, though. It is not our place to presume what fate has planned for us. Perhaps, we’ll be seeing each other again.”

      “I am the bringer, bearer, and executioner of my own fate. Unlike some, I do not expect the gods to hold my hand through life. They have far more important things to do.”

      He chuckled, the sound vibrating through me. “I’m beginning to understand that.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I looked him over, deciphering and memorizing as much information as possible. If I did encounter him again, I’d be better prepared. Though, I doubted any amount of preparation would save me from the strength contained within the span of his shoulders, or the tightly coiled bands of muscle adorning his arms.

      “Do you see something you like, little one?” Amusement glittered in his eyes.

      My jaw clenched as I spun away, refusing to let him see the blush flaring across my checks. Deep laughter chased me as I dashed through the trees, clutching the hares as I ran.
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      My stomach clenched with hunger, waking me from sleep. It had been nearly two weeks since the encounter. The tender meat of the hares had proven a welcome reprieve to the scraps we had been surviving on, but food had once again started to run low.

      Greer braved a late winter storm yesterday. Frost had coated her wild platinum curls, creating a silver glow against her fair skin. Her light pink lips had paled with the cold, nearly as blue as her crystal eyes. Despite her efforts, she had only a handful of roots to show for it.

      I grumbled as I tossed and turned in bed. We needed this winter to be over. Summer offered such a lovely retreat from all of this. Both my sisters adored venturing out into the surrounding forest when the weather was nice. Greer would focus on gathering seasonings to use for dinner, insisting that even the poorest of beings could enjoy tasty meals if they only knew where to find the proper herbs. Lannie would tag along, her sleek dark hair typically secured in a neat tie, with her sketchbook in hand.

      It had been a gift for Yule in her sixth winter, my favorite holiday. Fae and humans alike enjoyed the longest night of the year under a blanket of stars, the darkness lit with bonfires and warm conversations celebrating the return of the light. I could nearly smell the hot, spiced wine Mother used to make, steaming in the clove and ginger scented air.

      Since then, Lannie had catalogued every plant she came across. It had started with messy drawings of ones she found amusing, but her interest soon evolved into robust depictions accompanied by medicinal purposes, poison level, consumption methods, and habitats of the plant.

      I groaned as my mind wandered back to the few weeks before the storm—the one that changed everything.

      Mother had been so proud of Lannie, insisting that at least one of her daughters had a chance of securing a match within the esteemed Light Kingdom, a land overflowing with medical advancement and riches. Light fae were said to be a gentle, refined group, focused on crisp, clean living with an overwhelming sense of propriety. Rather than brute strength, like the fae kingdoms of the north, the light fae prided themselves on intelligence.

      Seven years had passed since that summer. Lannie would have loved it; studying in the capital with the most talented healers of Pax. I wonder whether Greer and I would have changed our minds.

      Not that any of that mattered now. Reaching for the pile of clothes next to the bed, a long sigh escaped me. I donned my dead brother’s pants, frayed and tattered along the seams, and secured them with a worn belt across my hips. The memories of the past slipped away as I trudged down the stairs, toward the light chatter of my siblings in the kitchen.

      What remained of our meager cooking supplies were laid out across the once white kitchen countertops, now worn with age, chipped and stained into a dull grey. But that didn’t stop Greer from imagining this was a grand workspace, one in which she could craft beautiful feasts and extraordinary presentations.

      Lannie’s melodious voice sounded from the living room. She was seated with Will on the faded blue rug, the edges rumpled and bunched from years of use. The light of the fire warmed their backs, casting a faint glow over the pages of the book Lannie was reading. Will was sprawled out on his belly, his curly blond head cradled in his hands, limbs thin from his recent growth spurt, as he gazed up at her with wide eyes.

      I smiled as the words of the story took hold. He’d heard this tale dozens of times, but he somehow continued to find it enchanting, always eager for the next part of the adventure to unfold.

      Greer’s smile reflected my own, her shorter frame joining me as we paused to appreciate the peaceful perfection of this small moment. She had somehow retained her feminine, curvy figure despite our lack of steady food. Though she was two years my younger, our shared clothes grew tighter across her chest and hips, while they stayed disappointingly looser along mine.

      A few silver-blonde curls sprang free of her large messy bun as she tipped her head in Lannie and Will’s direction. “It’s the one about the selfless queen who embraces her ruin to save the world. The one where nobody ever realizes her sacrifice. Such a morbid tale, but he loves it.”

      Greer shook her head, love blooming across her face as she watched Will. He pressed up on his knees, entranced as Lannie’s voice pitched and dipped.

      “I think it's supposed to be a moral thing, Greer. You know, teach him to do the right thing whether he gets rewarded or not.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Who wants to give up their life for nothing? I mean, I get that she’s saving the world and everything, but can’t a girl get some credit?”

      I laughed as her hands came to rest on her hips.

      “Speaking of credit for tasks well done, I’m not sure what I can make for dinner tonight. We still have the roots I gathered, and a few dried herbs left hanging in the barn, but I was trying not to use them on anything besides meat. Seems a shame to waste them otherwise.”

      “I’m heading out now.” My spine stiffened at the implication. It's not like I could force the snares to fill with meat. They’d been empty for the past two weeks—longer, actually. I’d have to chance poaching if the snares were empty again.

      I looked over my shoulder, making sure Lannie and Will were still distracted, before lowering my voice. “Did you tell Lannie about the general?”

      Greer matched my tone, keeping her voice barely above a whisper. “No, I didn’t want to worry her. I know she’s sixteen now, but we’ve all had to deal with so much from a young age. I figured it would be another topic we dealt with on our own.”

      Our own. Greer’s and mine. I nodded my agreement.

      Lannie helped us with Will often, more so when he was younger, but we still viewed her as our little sister. The two of us had silently decided over the years to try to preserve what semblance of childhood she and Will had left.

      “I’ve been out every day for the past week and still no sign of an attack, soldiers or otherwise,” I soothed.

      Relief washed over her features. The two of us didn’t have time together often. When one of us was hunting, the other was busy conducting lessons with Will. It was Greer who had insisted he be given as close to a formal education as we could manage. She was of the notion that just because our world had ended, it didn’t mean we should stop learning. We needed to prepare for the future, whatever that may be.

      “Any plans for heading to the trading market soon?” she asked. Her eyes darted to the fireplace and back, her voice lowering further. “I’ve heard rumors of human infants dying, most not gaining enough strength to attempt life outside of their mothers’ wombs. If that’s true, if humans really are dying before they are even born… add that to the number of humans killed in the storm and the increasing number of attacks on outlying villages… It’s like humanity is dying, El.”

      Worried ice-blue eyes searched mine, begging for a contradiction that I couldn’t give. The storm was one thing, cutting the human population in half within a matter of weeks. But it was the growing strikes against human villages that worried me.

      The Borderlands remained safe, for now, under the protection of the military. We had carved out a place among the fae, demanding a section of Pax that was entirely our own. It was only a small strip of rolling hills and thick, untamed forest wedged between the Light and Dark Kingdoms, underdeveloped and unwanted by both, but it was ours all the same.

      The strength of humans was failing. Most had relocated within the Borderlands where our forces still held sway, but there were no laws forbidding humans from settling elsewhere.

      Some were either too brave or too stupid to heed warning and chose to live along the less populated outskirts of the fae realms. Those had been the towns to fall. They had proven easy to destroy, their obliteration complete without so much as a whisper until it was too late.

      Humans were dying, triggering a chain reaction that I feared couldn’t be stopped. But my sister was still looking to me for an answer, fear swirling in her eyes. “Perhaps it’s an exaggeration. Probably nothing more than town gossip.”

      I gave her hand a tender squeeze, choosing to offer comfort rather than the truth. Because even though she was the closest thing I had to a best friend in this world, it was still my job to protect her. The truth served no purpose in this instance. It would only frighten her further.

      Knitting together a smile, I said, “Since when have we ever worried over town gossip?”

      She gave me an exasperated glare, her hand pulling away from mine to fold over her chest with a huff. “I’m serious, El. We’re dying off. The fae already severely outnumber us. Human death tolls continue to climb, while fae, especially the pure, high fae, remain largely unaffected. Tell me this isn’t the beginning of the end.”

      I held her gaze a moment longer before I forcing a laugh from my strangled chest. “Humans can’t just die off, Greer. We are tied to the land, just as the fae are. They may be stronger than us and live longer, but humans are needed to maintain the balance of this world. We prevent it from falling into chaos. Our humanity feeds the land, which in turn feeds us all. There’s nothing to worry about. Pax will reestablish balance. It always does.”

      The tension in her body eased as my words settled around her. Giving her a quick hug, I turned and slipped through the door before she could sense the lie.
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      My fingers yanked the tie free as I stepped into the brisk morning air. Frosted earth crunched beneath my boots as I combed through the tangles of my hair. It had grown long over the years, nearly reaching my elbows. Rays of early morning sun danced across my loose tendrils, reflecting the dark chestnut undertones that always intensified with winter. It would lighten in summer, but in the colder months, it reminded me of Papa’s hair.

      My hair was the only feature that reflected his influence. My eyes were a hazel blue, darker than Greer’s, and yet, still not the deep brown of Lannie’s or the twins. I had Mother’s small, pointed nose and high cheekbones with my lips being the same full shape, but they were a few shades darker, more consistent with a dusty rose her pale pink.

      But my hair—the dark, loose curls—those had to have come from Papa. My fingers worked to divide it into even strands before weaving the silken threads into a thick braid.

      Strange, pale birds flitted across the narrow clearing as I bent to check and reset another empty snare. An overhanging branch bowed with the weight of one of the creatures as sharp, black-tipped talons gripped the rough bark. Lingering winter sun shimmered over translucent wings streaked with icy-blue veins. The creature cocked its head to the side, revealing bright red eyes, inquisitive and intelligent, as they studied me. A sharp click sounded from its obsidian beak. It was hooked at a dramatic angle perfectly shaped for the tearing of flesh from bone.

      Judging by its stature and calculating look, it wasn’t resting, as I had first thought—but hunting. Those scarlet depths simmered with hunger, considering the amount of force required to slice through me, the time it would take to sever through my skin and muscle and feast on the tender bits beneath.

      A shrill avian call sounded from deep within the forest. The creature's head jerked toward it, breaking our stare. It paused with one last ravenous look before pushing from the branch. Relief rushed through me as it took flight.

      Repressing the nerves clawing their way to the surface, I forced in a deep breath. There would be no room for error, not when one braved the Western Woods. Not when one dared to step foot within the Wild Kingdom. It was a risk—a big one—but I’d already checked half a dozen snares that were not my own. All were empty and my family needed to eat.

      I was the only one decent enough with a bow to attempt it. Besides, neither of them knew how far I dared travel. Setting off toward the next trap, my eyes scanned the surrounding trees. It wasn’t humans that worried me, or even fae for that matter. I’d studied the soldiers at the base, and continued to hone those skills throughout the years, with the help of my late brother’s fiancé.

      I’d been surprised the first time he returned after the storm—after Jem died. They would have been married the following spring and Evander was the only person in this world that missed Jem as much as I did. I knew it pained him to be near us, to be near the ghosts of the past, but he insisted Jem would have wanted us to be safe. Well, as safe as we could be.

      He was a soldier of the renowned Legion of the Light, the highest-ranking class of warriors among the light fae. Knowing he’d be called away often, Evander had insisted on all of us learning the basics of combat. He thought it’d be easy teaching three girls after serving among some of the most lethal of fae. I worshiped those lessons, hanging on every word he said, but dealing with my sisters had proven a little harder for him.

      Greer had been surprisingly skilled at picking up techniques, but her heart wasn’t in it. After countless afternoons of her laughing and Lannie crying, of endless sessions of Evander’s face flushing as scarlet as his fiery hair in frustration, he conceded I would be the only warrior of the house. I had secretly delighted that title and had worked at earning it every day I drew breath.

      I was confident, but even the most skilled warriors wouldn’t stand a chance against some of the monsters lurking in these shadows. The hairs on my neck stood on end as I trudged on, wiggling my cramped toes in an effort to prevent them from going numb.

      Bare branches scraped against my shoulders as I bent to check the last snare. Empty, just like the others. A slew of curses left my lips as my stomach twisted with hunger. A pair of juicy hares flashed in my mind, followed closely by a pair of green eyes and a sinfully sweet smile. Flashes of broad hands and thick arms came to mind, unbidden and unwelcomed. Groaning, I reprimanded myself for the images that had tirelessly replayed these past weeks. I doubted the general had spared a second thought for me. Men like him had their pick of partners. What was I compared to all that was offered to him?

      I needed to stay focused on figuring out the best place to hunt. It wasn’t like a second crushingly gorgeous man would appear with a bundle of food, saving me from yet another fruitless morning.

      As the thought filtered through me, I noticed the forest had gone quiet. The wind itself seemed to hold its breath. I scanned my surroundings. Nothing but trees, but I felt it—a growing presence.

      Crouching under the pretense of resetting the snare, I unsheathed the dagger from my boot, and concealed the blade along the sleeve of my oversized jacket. Forcing my footsteps to remain light and unhurried, as my eyes darted across the horizon. The small shifting of fallen leaves toward my right drew my attention. I was being tracked.

      Heart hammering, I veered toward the path leading to the Fallen Temple. It was nothing more than massive chunks of rock said to have been the remnants of a fierce battle from long ago, but not many knew of its location. I hoped it would prove to be an advantage.

      Tips of broken columns came into view, reflecting soft blues and dazzling silvers, so bright it looked as if starlight had been captured and crafted into stone. I angled toward the slanted passage in the center of the once sacred temple. The altar remained nearly unblemished by time, with the center stone stretching up toward the clear skies beyond.

      Dashing through the last of the trees, I stepped into the inner circle, joining the swaying grasses that dared to thrive among the alluring stones. A wash of warmth enveloped me, generated from the same unforeseen power that kept the bite of winter from claiming this piece of land.

      Sending a quick prayer that the gods wouldn’t strike me down for desecrating one of their ancient sites, I leapt onto the altar, swinging myself over to one of the massive, slightly tilted pillars. I scaled the ruins until I was perched on top and able to peer over the side. Willing the frantic beat of my heart to calm, I exhaled as I waited to glimpse my prey.

      The shifting of earth grew nearer—only one set of steps. I peered through the trees, spotting a streak of grey and a flash of silver. A sword.

      A wave of adrenaline cascaded through me. My eyes dilated as my lungs filled with slow steadying gulps of air. I worked my way to a crouching position, silently stalking my would-be hunter. It was clear I had only one pursuer, meaning my attacker had hoped for an easy target. My lips curled as my pulse ignited. I would enjoy disappointing them.

      The final branches snapped, depositing the large, hooded figure below me.

      I leapt, blade in hand.

      His head snapped toward me as his body rolled to the side. My knees slammed onto the ground, my blade slicing deep into hard dirt rather than the soft give of muscle I had been aiming for. A hiss tore from me with the impact, but I was regrouping in a flash.

      Spinning, I slashed with my dagger. His blade met mine, halting my attack as his hood fell away. His eyes were the same shade of emerald as I remembered, blazing with the near-death encounter.

      Soft, pink lips twitched into a bemused smirk. “That was impressive. I was starting to wonder how long it would take for you to realize I was tailing you. I should have known you’d figured it out and were luring me into a trap. Had I been any less aware of your movements, you would have killed me.”

      “If only,” I grumbled as I pulled my blade back, not completely ruling out the possibility.

      He barked out a laugh. “Such pent-up anger. Surely, you could find a less violent way to relax?”

      “Maybe I find stabbing would-be-predators to be cathartic,” I snarked, flashing a toothy grin.

      “Predator I may be, but I assure you my prey has never minded the pursuit. In fact, most enjoy the chase.” I narrowed my eyes as he chanced a step closer. “Though, I’ve been told the capture is even more enjoyable.”

      My cheeks flushed, drawing another laugh from him.

      “What do you want?” I snapped, my fingers twitching with the urge to stab him.

      “I thought you’d be happy to see me. I’ve been checking in on you, you know.”

      “You’ve been spying on me?” My fingers tightened along the hilt of my dagger.

      He shot me an incredulous look as he noted the movement. “Well, not me in particular. I’ve had my men do most of the work, but the reports have been impressive.” His playfulness waned, shifting into the disposition of a man used to being answered. “You have a routine of sorts, working through various training exercises, nearly identical to those completed at the base.”

      I blanched. Icy fear wrapped around my throat. What else had he uncovered? If they’d tracked me home, they knew of my family, but were they aware of Evander? It wasn't innately obvious he was half human. For the most part, Evander appeared as any other light fae, but with a human mother and fae father, he suffered unwarranted hatred from both groups.

      Lifting my chin, I met his steely gaze with my own. “Why follow me? What interest could you possibly have in me?”

      He eyes narrowed at my deflection, taking note of my tense stance and the dagger still poised in my hand, before his voice shifted to a low, steady tone. “I mean you no harm, or your family. I’ve had the men circulating to ensure nothing… unsavory happens.”

      My eyes widened at that. How had I not noticed? “For how long?”

      He seemed to read my mind. “They’re my best men, the Select Guard. Nobody knows of their presence unless I want it known.”

      Lifting a brow in challenge, I huffed. “That might be, but their presence has probably kept animals from drawing near, leaving my snares empty and my family wanting for food.”

      “Oh.”

      I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. “Yes, ‘oh.’ I suppose for someone like you, the thought of not having enough food seems preposterous.”

      He had the decency to look chagrined. “I’m sorry about that. I only meant to help. We started badly. I know I can come off as a bit of an ass sometimes—”

      “A bit?”

      His lips tilted at the corners. “Forgive me. You were an unexpected treat, a momentary reprieve from the ordinary.”

      I lifted a scornful brow at the word treat, but kept silent, choosing instead to glare at him.

      “I am sorry about the food. I vow to deliver enough to make up for it.”

      The promise of food eased some of the tension across my shoulders. With a heavy exhale, I asked again, “What do you want from me?”

      He drew himself up to his full height. “I am in need of an informant.”

      I blinked.

      “You’ve already impressed my men, and have basic knowledge of how to defend yourself. This was my final test. You detected my presence quickly.” He shrugged as if that was not something all too difficult. “But the winning moment was how you reacted once discovering it.

      “You flipped the tables, becoming the hunter rather than reacting as the prey. You acted calm, despite knowing something was after you. That’s a rare quality. And then luring me into a territory familiar to yourself, using the rocks to shield your position—that was impressive.

      “I would like us to work together. You would be compensated, of course.” A wave of his hand beckoned me to follow as he walked toward the trees, ducking beneath branches, and returning a moment later with a pair of hares.

      “Are you serious?”

      He smiled back, confident that I’d agree. I hated that smug grin of his. And yet, I couldn’t deny the allure of having a steady flow of food. It would be nice to have enough meat to dry. Perhaps a sack or two of grain and flour for bread. Maybe some fresh seasonings for Greer. Weighing his proposition, I narrowed my eyes. “What type of informant?”

      His delighted grin almost made me change my mind.

      “Nothing too terrible. I require help gathering intelligence.”

      “In regard to what? If I’m going to be helping you, I need more information than that.”

      “Attacks on human villages have been increasing. I would like to know why. There are barely any of us left. We can’t pose much of a threat to the fae, so why would they be eliminating us? I’m good at acquiring information, but being a woman affords you the ability to go undetected in places where I can’t. Most would assume you were harmless.”

      I quirked a brow, unable to prevent the sneer from staining my words. “Yes, it really is amazing how some people underestimate a person based on something as trivial as their sex.”

      The crisp winter breeze chose that moment to swirl around us. It wove through the stones, their ancient forms seeming to pulse with its frosty caress. Not wanting to strain the gods’ patience further, we stepped closer to the trees.

      “I suppose that would make them fools indeed. Though, to be fair, the clothes you wear really do make you look small.”

      “What, this perfectly tailored outfit?” I replied with mocked seriousness. His eyes widened before I smiled, releasing him from his unease.

      Soft, lighthearted laughter sounded from both of us, receding into a comfortable silence. His lips parted as if to speak, but were cut short by the thundering of the earth. It was a brief rattling, passing through us with unsettling swiftness and racing toward the ancient temple. The skin along my spine pebbled as the wind licked the stones. I could have sworn they flashed a brilliant white, flaring brightly before returning to the muted blue grey.

      The general locked eyes with me, holding a hand out as he slung the hares across his shoulder. “Come.”

      I heeded the command, pushing past his outstretched palm, as I fled. Echoing footfalls mirrored my retreat as the reality of his proposition settled over me.

      It was an unparalleled opportunity. I’d be in the employment of the general, not as a soldier, but probably the closest I would ever come to being one. My family would be provided for, and who knew. Maybe I’d be able to bargain for some training time.

      The only question that needed to be answered was whether I was up for the task. It sounded like the agreement would take me beyond the safety of the Borderlands and into the unscrupulous kingdoms of the fae. I’d have to risk my life, risk suffering the wrath of the fae, to provide this arrogant prick with information.

      Fae were treacherous. I would undeniably be put in danger, perhaps even expected to venture into the brutal, bloodthirsty realm of the Dark Kingdom. I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt so excited.
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      We made quick work through the trees, our pace only slowing once the branches thinned and the menacing presence passed.

      “I would need to test you first.” He panted, sucking in a deep breath as he repositioned the pair of hares. “I’d have to make sure you could handle it before I send you on a mission.”

      “Why would I do this, again?” I questioned, feigning disinterest. It was a vulnerability to show what you cared about. I desperately wanted to train at the base, to be a part of a mission, to experience anything outside of my monotonous routine, but he couldn’t know that. I peered over at him with one brow raised. “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Whose fault is that? I was more than happy to—”

      “Shh,” I warned, holding up a hand while my other pulled a blade free.

      The scrape of dried brush and hardy leaves thick enough to survive the frost rustled in front of us.

      His relaxed position jolted as he dashed in front of me, body angled toward the approaching sound. I gritted my teeth at the chauvinistic move. His arm lifted to the side, preventing me from advancing further. I rolled my eyes. I could stab him. If nothing else, a good stabbing would remind him I wasn’t helpless.

      A curly-blond head came into view, bobbing among the trees with small, unencumbered footsteps.

      “Will, what are you doing here?” Pushing past the general, I rushed to his side. “You’re supposed to stay with Greer and Lannie today.”

      My reproach pulled him up short, a guilty flush blooming across his small brow as he gathered the courage to respond. He drew himself up to his full height, which was only a head-length shorter than me. The stubborn gleam in his blue eyes was so like Greer’s. “I know, but I’m old enough to check the snares with you. I want to help. Soldiers help, Ellie. How am I supposed to become the greatest soldier in all of Pax if you won’t let me?”

      I couldn’t prevent the hint of a smile as his brave tone gave way to a boyish whine. “You can be helpful in other ways. I have the snares covered for now. Why don’t you head back to the house and I’ll catch up?”

      He took a step back, battling the urge to argue. Just as he was about to turn for home, his face lit with wonder as he caught sight of the man behind me.

      Releasing a long, measured breath, I turned to find that the sandy-blond guard had eased into his cocky, carefree countenance once more. He extended a hand toward my little brother. “Hello. Will, was it?”

      Will nodded, speechless, as his eyes landed on the military insignia. His small hand wobbled in the general’s steady one.

      “My name is Alarik Holt. How do you do, Master Will?” I scoffed at the formal title, but Will ate it up, his spine straightening with pride.

      Alarik’s eyes drifted over Will’s slightly too thin limbs and weathered clothes. Sparing a glance toward me, Alarik continued. “Your sister and I have just concluded a business agreement and were about to celebrate with a tasty meal.”

      Will’s eyes grew wide with hunger, and as Alarik lifted the hares, a loud rumble sounded from his belly. “What do you say? Think you can help me prepare them?”

      “Yes, sir! I can, sir.” Shaking with eagerness, his eyes feasted on the hares as he licked his lips in anticipation.

      “Wonderful. How about you start toward the house and prepare for the feast. Your sister and I will be right behind you.” He jerked his head in my direction, holding my eyes to see if I would accept his offer.

      Will’s stomach growled again.

      “Will, please tell Greer that Alarik has kindly supplied us with two additional hares, the same size as last time.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “And will be joining us for dinner.”

      His boyish features lit with joy as he flung himself into my arms. “Thank you, Ellie. I promise to go straight home and help get everything ready.” The words were nearly lost as he took off through the trees.

      Alarik sauntered toward me as I watched Will disappear. “Ellie, huh? I suppose that has a nice ring to it. Though I think ‘little one’ is more fitting.”

      A flush crept up my spine. Turning, I fixed my gaze with his. “If you must refer to me at all, you will address me as Elara and nothing else. ‘Ellie’ is reserved for my friends and family. We are neither. We have an agreement, which still needs the details worked out, by the way. I’ll play spy only if you help expand my training and keep my family fed. And protected,” I added on after a moment of contemplation.

      “I agreed to replace food.” He gestured to the hares. “Guarding your family indefinitely was not part of our bargain.”

      “Well, it is now. I don’t see many women lining up to help you, especially not any who have combat training.”

      He snorted. I ignored him.

      “I’m also guessing that you need a human, or at least prefer one. As you mentioned earlier, humans are being killed off. So, I would imagine that your options are limited. It looks like I’m quite the catch, Alarik.” I flashed him a sanguine smile, the sound of his name tasting foreign and sweet on my tongue. His eyes dipped to my mouth as if willing me to say it again. Refusing to be distracted, I pressed forward. “If helping my family is a deal breaker, then you can leave. No agreement.”

      I prayed to whatever gods were listening that he wouldn’t call my bluff.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to help. It’s more the fact that you live miles away from camp. It makes things more complicated.” A mixture of irritation and hurt flashing across his face.

      “Your men have already been stalking me. What's a few more weeks?”

      “Sparing their presence for two weeks is very different from committing them here for what could be months.”

      I blinked. Months of working with the base? My heart gave a hopeful stutter.

      Careful to keep a disinterested look on my face, I forced my body to remain relaxed. I needed him to agree. My family had to be cared for if I had any hope of committing to his proposition.

      He ran a hand through his hair, turning to face me as he came to his decision. “I’ll train you. I’ll provide food and protection for your family, so long as you complete whatever tasks I ask of you without question.”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “Without question is not going to happen. That’s just unrealistic.”

      He nearly growled. “Fine. Gods. If there are things you need clarification on, you can ask, but you will complete the missions I send you on. No combat will be needed. All assignments will be recon work only.”

      “Fine,” I breathed. How bad could it be?

      As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. I had gotten rusty. This would afford me the ability to brush up on my combat skills while being privy to the inner workings of the strongest remaining human military base, all under the blanket of relief that came with knowing my family was safe.

      Memories of running through early morning drills with Evander sent a thrill through me. I fought to suppress the telltale signs of excitement.

      What others failed to realize—what I had become all too skilled at hiding—was that there remained a deep restlessness prowling beneath my skin, a looming presence lurking in the dark.

      But in those few moments of training or hunting, when my focus was dimmed to the movement of muscles, and the beat of my heart pumping through my veins, the stalking beast quieted. It was as if a tight band pressing across my chest had been cut, allowing me a moment of uninhibited air in an otherwise constricted existence.

      My morning routine of exercises kept it at bay. Hunting helped as well, particularly when I was placed in more precarious situations, but that twisted part of myself wondered how liberating it would be to have a real challenge.

      Flashing Alarik a smile, I turned toward home. “Dinner awaits.”
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      I thought we’d catch up with Will, but he must have sprinted the entire way back. The thought of him practically skipping through the melting snow and barreling into Greer’s arms brought a smile to my face. I could only imagine the state of him as he tried to explain to my sisters that he had met a general.

      Who knows, maybe he would become a soldier. I’d caught him following me a few times over the years as I made the half-day’s journey toward the base. Last year, he had gone nearly an hour before I caught him. It was unprecedented—the agility and stealth he could accomplish at only seven years old.

      Sparing a glance over my shoulder, I realized that Alarik having dinner with us was a dream come true for Will. If nothing else, I was grateful for that knowledge. He’d already been through enough in his short life.

      Cocking my head to the side, I scrutinized Alarik. “What type of information will I be gathering for you?”

      His eyes flashed to me before switching back to the forest ahead. “Nothing too dangerous. I need to make sure I can trust you, first. I’ve seen your skills with a blade, and while they are better than I had anticipated, you still need work.”

      I scoffed. Cocky prick. “I managed to get the jump on you, didn’t I?”

      His brows arched. “I didn’t mean to offend you, but I can’t afford any loose ends. We’ll start at the beginning. I’d prefer to keep you strictly in a non-combatant role, though I understand the importance of knowing the basics in case things go wrong.”

      “I can handle myself.”

      But he only grinned. “We’ll see, little one—soon, in fact. I’ve had whispers of a meeting of sorts to take place. It's being held at the trading market, just north of here. Are you familiar with its location?”

      “The one in Sonder, the human village?” I’d grown up visiting and knew most of the families in that town.

      “That’s the one. I figured you would stop by regularly for supplies. I need you to arrive in three days’ time. I’ve been informed there may be dark fae present. I’d like you to listen for any information on military movements, particularly those involving the northern kingdoms.

      I willed my features to remain neutral as my heart increased in tempo.

      “Listening only,” he emphasized. “You lack the training and the skills for anything further.”

      Condescending bastard. My mind was already working through the underlying unrest of his previous questions. Why would the fae be targeting us now?

      There was a time centuries ago when the power of humans rivaled that of the fae. At one point, we had gone as far as joining forces with some, blending primal magic with the temperament of humans, crafting power into a force of not only strength, but precision. We had come together to stand against the harsher kingdoms who sought to annihilate the human race, or, at the very least, enslave us.

      It had been a dark period of history, one in which the world learned that the complete destruction of humans was not possible—not without all of Pax suffering with us. But now? We were weak, too insignificant to be bothered with.

      “There are hardly any humans left,” I mused out loud. “We have, what, a handful of villages remaining within the Borderlands, another handful scattered across the Seven Kingdoms? We are barely tolerated by the docile kingdoms, and openly scorned in others. We have no power, not compared to the fae.”

      He bristled at that but remained silent.

      I shook my head, unable to find an answer to the nagging question scratching in the back of my mind. “What could the fae possibly want with irrelevant, feeble creatures such as us?”

      White teeth flashed my way. “If you do your job correctly, Elara, you’ll be the one answering that question. Now, let’s catch up to that brother of yours. I’m starved.”
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      Alarik had the hares skinned and skewered within minutes upon arriving home. He insisted on completing the task himself in order to show Will the ‘proper’ way to prepare the meat. I shook my head, not bothering to hide the roll of my eyes as the two of them dismissed me with a wave.

      Will was attached to his side, like a duckling with its mother, asking as many questions as he could. Alarik let him assist with the safer tasks, listening intently as Will prattled on. I was worried, at first, cautiously watching to see how Alarik responded. But his eyes sparkled with warmth at Will’s pestering, answering each question with exaggerated interest and well-thought-out answers.

      Despite his easy-going façade, I had seen the ease with which Alarik had disarmed me. I wouldn’t be letting my guard down anytime soon.

      Neither of my sisters bothered looking in my direction as I stepped through the door, choosing instead to continue gawking at Alarik through the kitchen window.

      “Who is that beautiful creature and why have I never seen him before?” Greer exclaimed, pulling a giggle from Lannie.

      Their eyes tracked Alarik’s every movement, widening as he stripped out of his jacket. Though he wore a long-sleeved cotton top, the bulk of his sculpted chest could be seen shifting beneath the fabric.

      I swallowed, eyes snagging on how the taut bands of his arms flexed as he prepared the hares. He chose then to turn toward the house, his cocky smirk stretching into a wicked grin as he caught the three of us staring.

      Greer let out a shriek. “Good gods, El. You are so lucky you saw him first.” Lannie’s quiet snickers sounded as he approached, with Will trailing behind.

      “Don’t you have a boyfriend, Greer?” I snapped as an unfamiliar sourness coated my throat.

      Her brows rose at my tone.

      I turned toward the fireplace, under the pretense of adding another log in preparation for dinner. “Sorry. I don’t know why it came out like that. He offered me a job and we need the income right now. That’s it.”

      “Wonderful.” Greer nodded, not in the least bit concerned I had only just met this man. She’d always been more trusting than Lannie and me, able to see the good in a world filled with misery and death. She pulled her silver-blonde batch of curls into a messy bun atop her head before grabbing a stack of mis-matched plates.

      “And no, I don’t have a boyfriend,” she said as she set the table. “John and I broke up last week, remember? All that talk of marriage and us moving into the village once he saved up enough money. He actually said I’d look ‘beautiful in a painted sitting room’.”

      Her mocking tone caused a giggle from both Lannie and me, her voice dipping to mimic his. Moving across the room, she gathered the worn silverware, setting them alongside the plates.

      “I explained multiple times that I don’t want that type of life—the one with parlors, and fancy brandy, and being expected to wait on him while he drones on about the newest trade agreement.” She slammed the last of the forks down, whirling around to face me. As her hands rested on her hips, she sighed. “I’m only eighteen, for gods’ sake. I definitely don’t want to be stuck around boring humans my whole life.”

      Greer’s eyes found Alarik’s through the window, tracking his movements as he approached. “Though, I could make an exception for that yummy morsel of meat.”

      “Did I hear someone mention meat?” Alarik asked, stepping through the door. “They’re all ready.” He held up the two skewered hares coated with herbs and spices. The aroma of thyme and sage licked the air. “I know I’m hungry. Will, can you help me place these across the fire?”

      Will beamed, eagerly joining him beside the flames. His small hands shook with the offered end of the skewer, placing it clumsily across the flickering flames. Alarik steadied the teetering hare before adding the next, bending low, as he settled the hares evenly across the spit.

      “Delicious,” Greer hummed as she took in Alarik’s thick backside, her assessment having little to do with the hares, and everything to do with the view of the man cooking them.

      I shot Greer a glare, urging her to keep her remarks to herself, which earned another fit of giggles from Lannie. A satisfied smirk was Greer’s only response, her crystal blue eyes widening as she lifted her hands in mock surrender.

      Once the hares were secure, Will and Alarik joined us in the dining area. Much to my annoyance, Will ushered him into Papa’s seat at the head of the table. The vantage point allowed his curious gaze to sweep the house.

      I refused to cower, but couldn’t help the twist in my stomach as his eyes roved over the worn sofa and chairs surrounding the large stone fireplace. The furniture was once lovely, practical material, but with soft patterns of blues that Mother said reminded her of the open sky. The fabric had torn in several places over the years, leading to numerous patches stitched together by unskilled hands.

      The wooden staircase led to the overhanging banister and the rooms beyond. It was meager now, but the foundations remained strong, grand even. The paintings, along with most of our precious items, had been sold. It had pained me to do so, but food and clothes were more important than luxury.

      Alarik’s gaze returned to the wooden table, sporting chips and dents from the carefree days of our childhood. His eyes snagged along the four empty seats, before shooting me a questioning glance.

      I gave a subtle shake of my head. There would be no others joining us tonight.

      Greer slipped out the front door, returning a minute later with the last of the wintergreens. She prepared a salad, mixing the bitter strips of kale and thinly sliced cabbage, before starting on a honey-dressing.

      Alarik pushed back from the table, joining Greer at the counter. “Would you like some help with that, miss…?”

      She flashed him a dazzling smile, increasing her tempo of whisking the dressing after having just added a few dried herbs. “I’m Greer. Thank you for the offer, but I enjoy cooking and, if what El tells us is correct, we wouldn’t be having much of a dinner without you. Please, relax.” Her eyes roved freely across his chest, and down his pants, to the still frosted tips of his boots. “Warm up a little.”

      An amused smile tilted his lips. “If you insist.”

      “I do,” she beamed. “It will only be a moment.”

      Her eyes met mine as I shook my head, trying to contain the laugh threatening to bubble forth. She shrugged, the picture of innocence, before turning back to the dressing.

      “And what is your name?” Alarik’s deep voiced shifted my attention back to the table as he extended his hand toward Lannie. A creeping blush started at her neck and advanced shamelessly to her cheeks as she placed her petite hand in his large one. Her dark brown eyes hid beneath a curtain of black lashes as she fought to find her voice.

      “That’s Lannie,” Will answered, deciding she was taking too long to respond. “She’s shy and normally doesn’t talk too much—until you get to know her. Then she will go on and on about all the different plants and which ones are safe to eat and which ones can kill you. She even knows how to make healing potions.

      “One of them saved a man’s life once—cured his fever and everything! The people in the village had given up, but Lannie said it was our responsibility to help if we could. And then, whoosh! A few days later the man was able to join his family again.”

      Lannie was practically purple as she slunk back in her chair, letting a wave of sleek, dark locks spill forward.

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Lannie. Most are frightened of illness, especially these days without the light fae nearby to provide healing remedies. You must be very brave.” He gave her an encouraging smile as she muttered a ‘thank you’.

      “I heard the words ‘light fae’. Have you seen any locally?” Greer said as she sauntered over to the table. “I’ve always wanted to escape the human settlements and venture into the kingdoms. I used to think the Light Kingdom would be too boring when I was younger, but I’m smart enough now to stay away from the northern territories. Wouldn’t want to come across any dark fae.” She placed the salad in the center of the table before returning to the fire, shifting the hares to coat the underside and ensuring an even roast. “But the Light Kingdom sounds wonderful. Did you know there’s supposedly one or two of their royals who specialize in light bending?”

      Alarik shook his head.

      “It would be nice to learn a few techniques for healing,” Lannie conceded, her cheeks still slightly pink. “I know a lot of their healing comes from being fae and their connection to Pax, but maybe there would be something I could learn.”

      “An adventure?” Will turned beseeching eyes on me, the same shade of blue as Greer’s. “I want to go! Can we, Ellie? Please?”

      “That’s not a possibility. I know you were too young to remember Mother’s stories, but it’s dangerous.” His smile dropped.

      Greer shot me an angry glare before turning back toward the flames “You sound just like Mother used to, full of hate.”

      “Hate?” Alarik’s voice cut in. “As in, your mother hated fae?”

      “No—”

      “Yes—”

      “Greer! You know Mother didn’t hate fae. Gods, her best friend was a light fae. Things just…” I shook my head, recalling that night when she returned, angry and distraught. I grimaced. “Things did change a little, in the end—”

      “Exactly.”

      “But, overall, she didn’t have anything against fae. It was more wanting us to be smart when around them.”

      “I guess,” Greer admitted, though I could still hear the skepticism in her voice.

      Alarik’s gaze swung between us, a calculating glint lurking beneath his gaze as Lannie and Will looked on.

      I didn’t like his keen interest, or the amount of knowledge he was gaining about my family. He had already revealed that my first task involved gathering information on fae, and I wasn’t sure where he stood on the matter.

      “She used to help Papa deliver healing potions from the Light Kingdom to the human villages of the west. She even insisted that some of the northern kingdoms could be trusted, despite Papa’s resistance. She didn’t hate fae.”

      I hoped that would put an end to the conversation, but Alarik lifted a brow in my direction. “So, she was an advocate for fae-human relations?”

      I studied his features but couldn't detect which answer he hoped to find. His face was a mask of practiced control. Shifting my feet, I searched my mind for what I knew about him. He supposedly traveled north from the Earth Kingdom, advocating for human rights. It wasn’t a lot to go off of, but he didn’t seem like a man prone to hatred.

      My chin lifted as I peered over at him. “Would it be a problem if she was?”

      He held my gaze a moment longer, but I refused to blink. If he despised fae it would be better to learn now, before we risked Evander being discovered. The poor treatment of humans throughout the kingdoms did very little to cultivate good relations. Most humans loathed how much power fae wielded over us but growing up with Evander had opened up my eyes to the fact that not every fae was evil.

      Just as I was about to demand an answer, Alarik said, “Of course not. I just find it interesting. There aren’t many humans who realize that we need to work with fae toward a better future.”

      Greer had taken the hares off the fire to cool. She stood, arms crossed, as she glared at me. Her voice was low, but firm. “I don’t remember anything like that happening, El. If it’s true, why didn’t you tell us before?”

      My eyes darted to Lannie and Will, pleading that they would forgive me for withholding such information. Unable to stand the look of hurt in Lannie’s eyes and chose to meet Greer’s fierce glower, instead.

      “I overheard them one night. Lannie was just a child at the time and Greer—you had already gone to bed.” I sighed, realizing it was too late to turn back now. “I wanted to prove that I was old enough to join the twins on one of Papa’s trips. His answer was no, of course. He said I was ‘too little and too loud’. So, I snuck out of my bed and made it all the way down the stairs, right in front of their door without being heard. I doubt I would have remembered at all, but Mother and Papa were arguing.”

      “What? Really?” Shock coated Greer’s words.

      “Yes, Mother was trying to convince Papa to trust someone. She must have been referring to a fae because he said, ‘Those twisted spell-casting bastards can’t be trusted, Adara! Did you forget what they did? What we went through?’”

      Greer gasped as she settled into the dinner chair. “But I never saw Papa angry, never even heard him raise his voice.”

      “I know. That’s why it struck me as odd.” Shaking my head at the memory, I continued in barely more than a whisper. “And then Mother mentioned a prophecy. She said something about going to the north for help. Something about a spell. I’m not sure what she said, but it was clear that she trusted the fae to help her with something important. If anything, Papa was the one that was suspicious.”

      Greer seemed to weigh this new bit of information. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “Because that was all I heard of it. Mother had a visit from a friend, and a few weeks later, she started telling us those legends about awful things happening to humans who wandered deep into the fae kingdoms, not to mention that dreadful lullaby she insisted on singing every night. Do you remember it?”

      Greer snorted. “Of course, well the sentiment of it, anyway. Why do you think I thought she hated fae so much?”

      Alarik shifted with an inquisitive stare. “What lullaby?”

      “Just a twisted bit of nonsense meant to scare us, I’m sure,” Greer soothed, turning back to the hares.

      Alarik reached for his water as Greer transferred the meat to a platter for carving. He licked his lips, eyes capturing mine as he swallowed the chilled liquid in a slow gulp. “I know it’s nothing more than a story, but I’d like to hear it.”

      Greer looked up, her knives stilling under his gaze. My skin pebbled as I watched a curious glint flare to life in Alarik’s eyes.

      He tilted his head, water-slicked lips splitting into a dazzling smile. “If you wouldn't mind.”

      Greer glanced to Lannie in question before swinging to me. I shrugged, not at all comfortable with his interest, but unable to see a way to decline without raising suspicion. “I don’t remember much of the words,” she answered. “But it was an awful song of brothers plotting war and death awaiting us all.”

      “There were happier parts about dragons and a phoenix,” Lannie added.

      “Yes, but wicked forces arrived in the end, and everyone died,” Greer said.

      Alarik’s face was a mask of cool enjoyment, as if he found this bit of our childhood amusing, but the tension in his shoulders told a different story.

      “Are you familiar with the lullaby, Alarik? Perhaps you could fill in the blanks for us.” I asked, careful to keep my tone light.

      “I’m afraid I'm unfamiliar with that particular one.” He flashed a bright smile toward us. “Thank you for carving the meat, Greer. It smells delicious.”

      His smile was warm, and just like that, any remnants of lingering friction were dispelled. Easy conversation filled our home as we feasted but I held back from joining them. Alarik swirled his glass once more, swallowing another gulp before throwing his head back in a laugh in response to something Will said.

      Greer was in her element, topping off glasses of water and offering seconds. I knew she hated the idea of being a lord’s wife, but she really would have done well. Alarik had already won her over, which wasn’t surprising with her open heart. She wasn’t naïve, per se, but hopeful that humans and fae alike would live up to her expectations.

      Lannie preferred to keep to herself, normally. But even she looked relaxed, not finding the conversation very stimulating but content to let it wash over her all the same. Will was completely enamored. His rounded face, still clinging to the softness of childhood, was dripping with grease as he shoveled another bite of meat into his mouth. That didn’t stop him from talking, though. Alarik met each of his questions with a smile.

      Alarik was one of those rare breeds of people, gifted with carefree banter and easy smiles. It was up to me to keep suspicion at the forefront—to keep our family safe. But even though I knew it was foolish, even though I knew I needed to keep my guard up, it was hard to not let my walls crumble—just a bit—as I looked around the table.

      It had been a while since I had seen each of them with such lightness.

      I shifted my gaze to Alarik, watching his seamless flow. We had stumbled into a mutually beneficial deal for now, but that was all it could be. In this world, the strong ruled and the weak were either used mercilessly, or killed. Nobody left was altruistic; not anymore. There was always a cost to kindness.

      Alarik’s eyes flicked up, capturing mine, as if he heard the thoughts echo through the space between us. He continued to laugh at Will’s tale as he tilted his cup in my direction. It was small, just a whisper of a smirk, a subtle nod of his head, as if in a toast, before he brought the glass to his lips.

      Nobody else had noticed the exchange. It was flawless, delivered solely for me, in a silent challenge: Let the games begin.
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      Greer’s giggles carried on the balmy summer air as she raced between the twins. Torin, the larger of the two, chased after her, doing his best to mimic a dragon. She dashed between Jem’s lean frame, hiding behind his legs for cover, but Torin found her, sending her small body crumpling to the grassy ground in a fit of laughter as he tickled her mercilessly.

      Our brothers doted on Greer, enraptured, like everyone else, by her daring personality. Even at an early age, she was set on escaping our little corner of the world in search of her next adventure, much to Mother’s horror.

      I giggled as I watched their fun, envious of her carefree nature. I wasn’t like her. I didn’t know how to be like that—always happy, always able to focus on the good and ignore the bad. Everyone had a darkness inside of them, but perhaps my sister was the exception.

      Setting my practice snare down, I made my way over to the rest of my family.

      “Greer, honey. Don’t you think you’re getting a little old for this?” Mother called from the house, her crystal blue eyes tracking Greer’s movements. It was comical how the two of them could be so similar in looks but opposites when it came to everything else.

      Papa’s deep voice sounded from behind. “It’s okay, my love. She’s only eleven.” His strong arms wrapped around Mother, her scowl softening immediately with his presence. They watched as young Will crawled among the soft grasses near Lannie, his chubby legs not quite strong enough to hold his weight. “The years pass far too quickly as it is. Let her be a child for a little longer.”

      He leaned forward, pressing a gentle kiss to the top of her platinum hair. She dropped her head back to rest upon his chest, looking lovingly at our family, with only a hint of worry as the twins hoisted Greer toward the clouds.

      The carefree moment was short lived. The subtle buzzing of wildlife around us quieted as an eerie feeling crept through the air. Even the rush of leaves seemed to pause.

      Mother dashed to Will, pressing him close to her chest, as her piercing gaze swung to Papa. Worry flashed across their crystal depths as we waited, not daring to move—hardly daring to breathe.

      Papa’s voice rang clear and low, breaking the spell. “Torin, Jem, Greer. Step back from the forest.” He studied the muted trees, starting forward as my siblings heeded his command. Papa managed a few more steps before the ground beneath our feet began to vibrate, the intensity increasing into a crescendo of chaos. Then the screaming began.

      I jolted awake, chest heaving with the dream—the memory. My eyes darted around the dimly lit room, the lightening deep purple sky indicating that sunrise was not far off.

      It was just a dream. I willed my heart to calm as I slid out of bed, trying to convince myself there was nothing to be afraid of. I hated that feeling—of being small and helpless. Of being weak. I pulled off my damp shirt, tossing it aside as I yanked on the clothes I’d laid out the night before. Bile rose in the back of my throat as I reached for Jem’s coat, my hand stilling over the soft, brown fabric.

      It was just a dream.

      Ignoring the clench of my stomach, I pulled the coat over my black leather pants. Somehow, my trembling fingers worked through my hair, securing it back into a tight braid.

      It was just a dream—just a horrible nightmare. I repeated the lie over and over again, but the chant had worn thin over the years.

      Hating myself, I stepped into Jem’s shoes. They were everywhere—all of them—my brothers, my mother, my father. Everywhere. And irrevocably, unbearably absent at the same time.

      I needed to leave. To get out of this house.

      Thank the gods I had already planned on leaving for the trading market this morning. Greer had wanted to see me off, but I knew she would understand. I wasn’t the only one who suffered from nightmares.

      Pausing only long enough to jot a hastily scrawled goodbye, I rushed out the door, refusing to spare a glance for the ghosts that chased me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The early morning air was crisp, but the bite of winter was lessening. The slanted rays of sleepy sunshine were beginning to peek through the still-bare branches of the forest as the sounds of life woke around me.

      Dried leaves crunched under Jem’s old boots—not my boots—not really.  I grimaced as a wash of unwanted memories flooded back. I was normally able to rein them in, but this time, it was like the dream had punctured a hole through the carefully crafted dam in my mind. The fissure grew until the waters refused to be contained, hurling wave after wave of repressed anguish.

      It had been Papa who’d shown the first signs of illness, with the twins following soon after. A part of me had known what would happen. But I hadn’t wanted to believe such a thing was possible.

      I had refused to acknowledge the grim reality around me and instead, snuck into the twins’ room that terrible night. I had climbed into Jem’s bed—just as I’d done dozens of times before—and fallen asleep, thinking myself safe in my big brother’s arms.

      Mother’s bloodcurdling screams wrenched me from sleep that night, flinging me into a reality I wasn’t prepared for. They echoed through my mind, even now. I had tumbled to the floor in alarm, my mind not understanding what the crimson stains along Jem’s bed meant. I remember thinking someone had draped sheets of tanned ribbon over him, the edges curling up with scarlet tips.

      Bile rose in the back of my throat with the memory. It hadn’t been ribbon, but strips of skin—his skin that had peeled off in the night, clinging with thin, sticky fibers to the mangled body that had once been my brother.

      I hadn’t realized I was coated in it. Not until I lifted my arm to wipe the vomit from my mouth. The cotton sleeve of my nightgown had left bits of flesh and blood and hair—all of it—streaked across my face.

      I don’t know how long I stood there, screaming. I screamed and screamed—until my lungs ached and my lips were cracked—until the broken fragments of my voice could muster sound no longer.

      “Snap out of it, El,” I grumbled to myself, desperately trying to dispel the memories. It had been Greer who had finally convinced me to leave the room, Greer who’d helped peel off my soiled clothes, who’d cleaned my body as I sat curling on the shower floor, stunned into silence as the scalding water ran over me.

      I hated that I was forced to wear their clothes and I hated all the memories that came along with them. But I had to be practical. All of our extra funds went to purchasing clothing for Will. The three of us had decided long ago to not waste the coin on ourselves. Most of Mother’s gowns had fallen to Greer, Lannie having taken what remained of our childhood wardrobes due to her willowy frame, which left my brothers’ and father’s things to me.

      Pants were more comfortable to dresses anyway, but last night had me reconsidering. I had seen the way Alarik’s eyes landed on Greer and her womanly curves. It had only been a moment or two, nothing more than a glance, but my gut had twisted, nonetheless.

      I couldn’t blame him. Greer was beautiful. Her unruly moonlight curls paired with her pale-pink lips and piercing light-blue eyes painted the picture of perfection. Even the splash of freckles across her cheeks added to her allure. I had expected Alarik to be drawn to her, as most were, but I hadn’t expected the vicious slice of envy that followed.

      He was a cocky, condescending prick—I knew that—but that weak, wicked part of myself couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have those emerald-eyes captivated by me.

      I groaned at my idiocy. Love was foolish. Perhaps there had been a time for it before, but now? Love was nothing more than a naïve illusion.

      Adjusting my pack, slightly heavier with the allotted coin Alarik provided for food and lodging, I veered north, turning down the path that would take me to the market.

      It had been nearly four months since my last trip to the trading market. By arriving a day early, I hoped to have dinner at the inn, catching up on town gossip and listening for anything useful before the mission started.

      Alarik had assured me he would return the within the week for a report. He had gone, but not before reminding me this was a test—one that, if I didn’t pass, would void our contract, leaving me with nothing but empty snares and the unconquerable remaining sliver of hope to fill my family’s bellies.
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      Inhaling a deep breath, I relished the piney scent of the outer edges of the forest as I crested the hill and stepped onto the narrow path that would take me to Sonder.

      It was deep enough in the forest to be protected from the thieves that preyed upon travelers of the main road, but it stuck close enough to the main path that it hardly added travel time. The path was a narrow road, little more than a trail, but several merchants had taken to using it in recent years. Tendrils of grass lined the worn edges, always one step away from reclaiming the exposed earth and hiding its presence from the world.

      I wondered how many other paths had been lost to time, how many other temples were overgrown, unrecognizable—

      Shouting cut through the churning of my mind, snapping my attention to the twist in the road a few paces north. My body tensed as I came to a standstill, listening, waiting for confirmation.

      A gruff shout pierced the air, slightly east of the point I had first thought. Slipping the dagger from my boot, I dashed along the trail, pulse racing as I rounded the corner and skidded to a halt.

      Flashing shadows darted across the path, swarming a thick, burlap sack at the foot of a lopsided wagon. The sack had been sliced open—no, not sliced, clawed—with chunks of cured meat littering the ground around it.

      The shifting darkness enveloped the sack once more, before dashing to the shade of the trees. The shadows solidified, pooling among the twisted roots until two large, violet eyes peered back at me. A sleek, feline form emerged with a hunk of meat between its paws. Ebony fur was slicked back across an arched spine before blossoming into a swaying tail of black flickering flames.

      My lips parted in a gasp. A vulpling. They were said to be guardians of darkness. Most believed them to be borne from the first tendrils of shadows to grace this world, cast from Erebus himself, the God of Night, when he first awakened this slumbering realm. Though I had heard whispers of their presence in the deepest corners of the Dark Kingdom, a skeptical part of myself had thought them myths—until now.

      Bright eyes held mine, its head tilting to the side in inquisitive evaluation. The midnight tail flared with life, flames bristling across its spine. But I felt no hostility, no fear from the creature. Only a deep-seated, resonating familiarity that sent jolts of electricity coursing over my skin.

      A gruff voice cut through my trance, issuing a slew of curses from the damaged wagon. I risked a glance toward the sound.

      The front wheel of the wagon was twisted at an odd angle, spilling grain across the soft green grasses. The breeze shifted, bringing with it the scent of fresh herbs and the distinct scent of ale. Angry mutterings grew in volume as a stout body rounded the front of the wagon, fist raised as he stomped toward the vulpling.

      The curious creature cocked its head to the side, unperturbed by the promise of vengeance. Its front paws stretched forward, releasing all tension as it got comfortable, before sharp fangs ripped into its procured meal.

      Conceding, the man turned back toward the wagon, only to stiffen as he became aware of my presence. His balding head came only to my shoulders, the bits of remaining grey hair sticking up at odd angles. His mouth was missing a few teeth, and the remaining ones looked like they wouldn’t last much longer, but his smile was warm and the joy at seeing me had his slightly cloudy, brown eyes sparkling.

      “Is that you, Ellie?”

      My eyes narrowed, taking in the disheveled figure. “Mr. Sapo?” It had to be, what with that thick accent, I should have recognized him sooner. He was a bit wider than I remembered, but I suppose being wealthy allowed one to indulge.

      Mr. Sapo had more money than the entire village put together, but you would be hard pressed to figure out what he did with it. He wouldn’t buy new clothes despite the numerous tears and stains riddling his current ones. His shoes were straining to contain his plump feet, the fibers nearly splitting from the combination of wear and tension. He even insisted on residing in his small, crumbling cottage. His only indulgence remained the finest food and drink money could buy.

      “Oh Ellie, it is you! It's been too long, near an age since I last laid eyes on ye.” He gathered me into a hug, the roundness of his belly preventing him from embracing me fully. Smiling, he held me back with clammy hands on my shoulders. “Well, look at ye! You’re all grown up!”

      “Come now, Mr. Sapo. I saw you a few months ago, just before winter set in. I was as grown then as I am now. It’s a good thing, too, because it seems you require some help.”

      “Aachh.” He waved a hand. “It’s nothing. Just a busted wheel. I didn’t see the hole when I was rounding the corner. I’ve already sent the lad ahead to fetch the second wagon. He should be returning soon.”

      Ignoring his assessment, I knelt to conduct my own. The wheel was indeed wedged in a deep pocket. The force of the drop must have caused the wooden beam holding it to snap. “I’m afraid the whole axel will have to be replaced.”

      “Aye, and at a pretty penny. Would you mind keeping an old man company until the cavalry shows up? That there wraith has already snatched away a hefty amount of my wild boar. I’d hate to lose anything further.”

      “It would be my pleasure, Mr. Sapo.”

      “Aachh, lass. How many times do I have to tell yea to call me Archie?” With a tilt of his head, he had us moving toward the front of the wagon. One of the horses had been unhitched, most likely for the boy to ride for help. He gestured for me to help unhitch the other, allowing the horse to graze while we waited.

      “How have you been? Still caring for that family of yours?” he asked in a huff, settling himself on a small boulder lining the path.

      Sparing a glance to see that the vulpling was content with her breakfast, I joined him. “Yes, we’re still looking after each other. We’re doing well. I’m on my way to the market to sell these.” I brought my bag around to reveal the two hare pelts.

      In addition to the coin Alarik provided, he’d insisted I bring something to barter with, if only to maintain my cover. The pelts had proven a perfect solution.

      “Those are nice, lass. You should get a decent return on them.”

      “I hope so. How have things been going here? There are rumors of attacks growing more vicious. Possibly even some involving the dark fae. Have you heard anything?” I kept my voice light, despite the grave topic.

      Mr. Sapo may appear as an easy target, but his mind was sharp. Sometimes I thought he purposely went around in little more than rags to have his competitors underestimate him.

      His cunning eyes searched my face a moment before matching my carefree tone. “There’s been talk of a new batch of guards up at the base. Swanky folk. Real high-ranking fellas. It should come as no shock, though. We are the largest human village left, with a trade market to boot. I wouldn’t worry yourself.”

      Careful not to let my jaw clench, I leaned against the side of the wagon. We both knew he was holding something back. I considered forcing the information from him, but quickly thought better of it. Fear wouldn’t sway him, at least not without destroying the relationship we had, and I liked Mr. Sapo.

      “That does make sense, Archie,” I said, purposely using the informal title that he liked. “It’s just, well you know how it’s been for us. This winter has been harsh, and Will’s a growing boy. Did you know he’s eight already? It’s important that I’m able to continue hunting. If there are dangers in the forest, I need to be aware of them.”

      He grunted as he shrugged his shoulders, dismissing my concerns. I ground my teeth, forcing a calming breath in through my nose and out through my lips as I gestured toward the vulpling, already halfway done with her feast. “The fact that a vulpling has ventured this far south is just the beginning. That sly, cute-looking creature would be able to rip through the throat of a man in a second, and we both know there are other, far more dangerous creatures prowling through the woods of late.”

      I followed his gaze as his eyes washed over the swaying shadows. The vulpling’s violet eyes flicked up, holding his, as she licked her paws clean, polishing the sharp, smooth claws. “The world is growing restless. Something or someone is flushing out monsters that have remained hidden for decades—centuries. I’m grateful we encountered a vulpling today, and not something like a wyvern or the cú sidhe.”

      He studied me for a few moments, no doubt picturing the ferocious dragon, or the monstrous, malevolent hound, before looking away. Still not taking the bait. Feigning disappointment to hide my annoyance, I turned toward the south, looking past the trees to the Light Kingdom beyond.

      “Mother was going to take me to the Light Kingdom before everything happened. Did you know that? I was going to be a proper lady before all of this.” I sighed loudly, as if dreaming of a better time. I glanced over my shoulder with wistful dreams hovering in my eyes.

      Mr. Sapo’s face had taken on a purple hue, his anger bubbling forth as he yielded to the masquerade. “Those damn light fae, stealing everything from us. They’re the real beasts here, you mark my words. Walling themselves up in their castle, leaving us all to rot as they swim in riches,” he spat. “Makes me sick.”

      I knew it was low of me to use his hatred for the light fae for my own advantage, and normally I wouldn’t stand for such prejudice, but I needed information. “Come now, Mr. Sapo. The entire world knows that the light fae are the only hope we have left of figuring out why the storm was so deadly. And they are the best chance we have to stop the lingering effects, as they have the greatest affinity for healing. They walled themselves up to protect the brightest minds of the realm. If they all died, nobody would be left to work on a cure.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Humph. The storm was ages ago. Where are they now when humans could do with a bit of healing? Or better yet, protection wards from the attacks? All this talk of the dark fae wiping out entire human settlements, leaving nothing but bits of charred remains—I think it’s all a distraction, you see? The light fae are behind it all. They used the storm as an excuse to hide and then started wiping us out. And there they sit. Just watching the world fall to pieces, looking down their noses at us, never having to worry about their next meal.”

      I gave a pointed glance at his belly. He had the decency to look chagrined, but continued with his rant, nonetheless.

      “I’m telling you, the dark fae are not attacking humans. This is all the light fae’s doing! I don’t care what that git Alderidge says.”

      “Alderidge?” My brows furrowed at the unfamiliar name. “Is he new in town?”

      “Aye. New, but already making an impression. Trying to get everyone to march on the dark fae. But I told him, I told the whole lot of them in Sonder, that it’s not the dark fae. That’s just what the light fae want you to think, the clever bastards. But they won’t fool me, no, sir.”

      The crisp clip-clop of horse’s hooves interrupted his rambling. The squeak of wagon wheels grew louder as an older man with the same colorings as the young boy beside him came into view. The man hopped down with a bag of tools when they reached us, getting to work on the repairs as the boy started transferring Mr. Sapo’s cargo to the new wagon.

      “It looks like you’ll be up and running in no time. I should be on my way. It's midmorning already and I wanted to get to the market early. It was nice running into you again, Archie. I’ll see you tomorrow?” Everyone knew Sun’s day was the biggest day for trade.

      “No, I’ll be sending one of my men in my place. I’m making a trip south beyond the Borderlands before venturing north to the town of Neith. But you be visiting me soon, you hear? And bring young Will with you next time.”

      “Of course.” I smiled.

      He extended a broad hand as we parted, but instead of the scrape of his palm, a small leather pouch met my skin. It shifted heavily, the sharp clattering of coins echoing from within.

      I shook my head. “I couldn’t possib—”

      “Ach, now. Don’t start. You can and you will. I see how hard you work to keep that household running. I may be old, but my mind is young.” With a gentle, but firm nod he muttered, “Take it.”

      The hint of tears stung my eyes. Before they could fall, I threw myself forward, embracing him in a fierce hug. We would be able to purchase food for the winter, clothes for Will, maybe even a pair of my very own boots.

      “Thank you. Here, at least take the pelts. They aren’t worth a tenth of this, but it's something.” He refused at first, but conceded after a little coaxing.

      Muttering thanks and broken promises to visit soon, I turned, starting off down the road to see what secrets the market might share.
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      There wasn’t much to see at the market that day. By the time I got there, it was well past lunch. Vendors were setting up for tomorrow, but only a few buyers were present, mainly the local villagers. I was able to meet up with a few acquaintances and learn that Mr. Alderidge only ever arrived on Sun’s Day in order to gather the biggest crowd. His stand was along the back wall, near the center, where he would be sure to gather a lot of foot traffic. Based on Mr. Sapo’s rantings, I figured that would be a good place to start my investigation tomorrow.

      I left the market as the sun started her descent, heading to the inn for an early dinner. Smiling at the thought of seeing Liam, I pushed through the door. It had been months since we’d last spoken. He had been one of my brother’s closest friends, and though we only saw each other a handful of times throughout the year, we remained close—our conversations effortlessly picking up where they had left off.

      A frown marred my face as I drew up short. A glance toward the bar revealed a young woman whom I didn’t recognize. Wisps of hair fanned out around the tie desperately trying to secure the dark brown tendrils away from her face. Exhaustion sank beneath the surface of her skin, leaching the color under her eyes.

      Unease tugged at my chest as I took a seat, sliding onto a chair at one of the wooden tables in the corner. I hoped Liam was all right, but the weight of coin was heavy against my side, begging to be used. My stomach rumbled, eager for the delicious tastes of a well-prepared meal. The weary barkeeper met my gaze. She stepped around the bar to the edge of my table in a flourish of long skirts and a stained apron.

      I splurged on a plate of sautéed chicken and roasted potatoes with a pint of ale to wash it down. She nodded at my order, but I stopped her as she was turning away. “Do you know of a man named Liam? I’m a friend and, last I heard, he could be found working here.”

      A kind smile met my question. “Liam still works here. He was supposed to be on tonight, but I’m not sure he will make it in.” Her eyes darted to a group of men flagging her down.

      “Why would he not make it?”

      A chime sounded as another group walked in. The door slammed shut as they headed straight for the bar. “He’s been tending to Lucy. I’m sorry, but I have to see to the others.”

      “Yes, of course. Sorry for delaying you.”

      She gave a tight nod before rushing off. I pulled my lip between my teeth, hoping both Lucy and Liam were well. More selfishly, I needed Liam to show. As the barkeep, he heard every line of gossip that passed through this town. He would know if there was something of importance involving the dark fae.

      The ale arrived first, followed soon after by the plate of food. As I leaned forward, the weight of the coins shifted against my stomach, secured within an inner pocket of my coat. It had been ages since I’d last felt the comforting weight of a leather pouch. Tearing into the juicy meat, I was hardly able to contain a moan as the spices danced across my tongue.

      Most of the coin would be spent on necessities. I had to be practical, but tonight, I would allow myself a moment to be greedy—to enjoy this meal, savoring each delicious bite, without letting myself feel guilty about it.

      Greer would love this—the market, the food, the rowdy cluster of humans slurring crass bar songs. I had no doubt she could cook a meal just as tasty if we had the supplies. Lannie would be happier away from all the noise, but she enjoyed trying new food.

      A sigh pushed its way through my lips as I relished another perfectly seasoned bite. Maybe one day, we’d have more. I swallowed the juicy meat. Accomplishing this mission was the first step toward that future.

      Time fell away as I settled into the flow of the inn. Conversations prattled around me, some discussing love interests with promises of marriage, while others were intent on securing passionate affairs for the evening. There was talk of the market opening tomorrow and even mention of the young, talented general—the savior of us all.

      A sour taste built in the back of my throat as a woman with a particularly high-pitched voice gushed over her encounter with the great General Holt.

      “Giant, nearly as tall as a fae, with all of the hard planes to go along with it.” She wiggled her brows as the gaggle of girls surrounding her giggled. My jaw clenched. “Hair like sunshine, eyes as green as fresh clovers.” She made a show of glancing around as if to ensure nobody else could hear, but her voice hadn’t dipped. “And I heard his reputation for skill and endurance isn’t just in reference to the battlefield—”

      A round of squeals drowned out the rest of what she had to say. I arched my neck, gulping down the last of the ale, the food feeling heavier in my stomach than it had a moment ago.

      The hour chimed from the wooden clock above the old bar as a lean male with shaggy brown hair pushed through the side door. The barkeeper’s eyes lit as she yanked off her apron, dashing into the night with little more than a wave.

      I placed my napkin on the table, before making my way over. “Liam,” I breathed, my smile reflected across his face as his eyes caught mine.

      “Ellie! I was hoping you’d come to the market. It’s been too long. Come here, little sis.” He reached across the bar for a one-armed hug before securing a worn apron across his torso. Small crinkles formed at the corners of his eyes with his smile, lines that had gotten much deeper over this past winter.

      “Are you selling or buying?” he asked, his clothes shifting slightly, looser than they had been a few months ago.

      “Buying, if the prices are right.”

      He nodded as he whirled around the bar, filling up fresh glasses and clearing away old ones. “This winter has been bad. Sales have been slow, which means less clients for the inn and we need the money now more than ever.” He furrowed his brow as if trying to solve a difficult problem but coming up short.

      “Why?”

      “What?” he asked, my question pulling him from his thoughts.

      “Why ‘now more than ever?’ Did something happen?” I took notice of the dark circles under his eyes. “The other barkeep mentioned she wasn’t sure if you would make it to your shift tonight. Something about Lucy. Is everything okay?”

      “Oh.” He paused mid pour, shooting me an awkward glance.

      I narrowed my eyes as he finished with the customers. He returned, face breaking into an uncomfortable smile. “Gods, I’m so sorry, El. I should have told you. I sort of… forgot you didn’t know. But how would you? It's not like we’ve talked the last few months.” He fidgeted with the tie of his apron, looking anywhere but my eyes.

      “Liam,” I demanded, the sharpness of my tone snapping his attention to me. “What’s going on?”

      He took a deep breath, his sheepishness fading into a proud, gleaming smile. “Lucy’s pregnant.”

      My mouth dropped. “That’s… that’s wonderful! Congratulations. Gods, you had me worried—but this is great. You’ve always wanted to be a father.”

      His smile faltered. “That’s just the thing. I have always wanted to be a father. Luce too. She can’t wait to be a mother, but things haven’t exactly been going well these past few years, have they? At least, not for humans.”

      The heavy grit to his words weighed on me. Liam was the hopeful one—easy to love and easy loving. The rawness of his despair caught me off guard. I thought he would be excited to grow their—I blanched, realizing what was plaguing him. It had been a while since I thought about children… and all the risks that came along with them.

      Most of what I knew involved avoiding children. Greer brewed the tea to prevent pregnancy, sure to drink a prepared glass at the first of each month. I hadn’t talked to Lannie yet, but I walked in on Greer going over the basics when she had her first cycle. It was something along the lines of welcome to the club of monthly suffering and irrational food cravings. And oh, by the way, if you need it, there's tea we can make. It tastes awful, can cause irrational mood swings for a time, among other ungodly things, but since we can’t rely on anyone else to be responsible, it's best to do it ourselves.

      A chuckle nearly tore from my lips as I recalled Greer’s words. But things had started to change in recent years. I’d heard of more men being willing to consume the tea themselves, which had sparked a new interest in better forms of contraception. But the hint of a laugh died in my throat as the reasoning behind those actions came to the forefront of my mind.

      There was a reason why humans had taken extra care to prevent pregnancy in the last few years—the last seven, to be exact. Ever since the storm hit.

      “The babies. Have they—have any survived?” I hated the way his face darkened.

      “A few. Not many.” My mouth ran dry as his shoulders dipped. “A few dozen or so have survived since the storm.”

      “Gods,” I breathed. I hadn’t realized how bad it had gotten—hadn’t realized that in just over seven years, a once thriving city had welcomed so few children.

      He cleared another glass away, pocketing the tip. “But those that do make it through pregnancy are still weak, barely growing. Sometimes I don’t know which is worse: having your child ripped from you before birth or having to watch them suffer in life. I can’t even talk to Lucy about this. She’s convinced that her light fae lineage will protect the baby and is refusing to acknowledge the risks.”

      “Light fae lineage? I thought she was human.”

      He growled, running a hand through his already messy hair. “She is. She thinks her great-grandmother was light fae, or half-light fae. I don’t know.” A long, exhausted sigh left his lips as his eyes swung to mine. “We all know the storm targeted humans. She thinks the baby will be fine as long as fae magic runs in its veins, light fae in particular, as they are the fae closest to the goddess, protected and blessed with healing. She’s not even worried.” His head fell into his palms.

      Knowing it would only add to his fear, I elected not to point out that there were dozens of fae villages also reporting losses. Nothing to rival the volume of human lives, but the rumors said all seven kingdoms were affected.

      Trying to stay positive, I suggested, “Maybe she’s right.” That earned me a glare. “No, really, we know little about the Light Kingdom’s death toll. Most of the high fae sequestered themselves behind the walls of Alora within days of the storm.”

      He looked skeptical, but I could see the hope fighting to take root. He wanted to believe me—needed to.

      “Lucy does have a point,” I continued. “The light fae are the fae most blessed in healing. That could help. Besides, if any baby were going to make it through unscathed, it would be the one with your stubbornness and Lucy’s optimism. Throw in the magic of light fae lineage, and your child is all set.”

      He flashed me a grateful half-smile before offering me another ale. “Care for one more? It’s on the house.”

      I smiled in thanks but declined. “I’ve been traveling all morning and wanted to check out a few other places in town before turning in for the night.”

      “Sorry about the inn being so full. It isn’t typical. I would have reserved a better room for you had I known you were going to be here. At the very least, I can bring your bag up for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said, unstrapping my pack and handing it over. “Though I am surprised at the number of people here.” I glanced around the tightly packed bar as Liam muttered instructions to a young boy. The boy gave a quick nod before dashing up the creaking steps my pack taking up the expanse of his small back.

      “It's Alderidge’s lot. They come every Sun’s day to hear him speak. He’s been talking to anyone who will listen about how we need to turn against the dark fae.” Liam snorted as he handed me a brass key with a wooden number attached to it. “As if we would stand a chance against them.”

      Good to know Alderidge would be present tomorrow. Pocketing the key for later, I said, “Mr. Sapo mentioned Alderidge as well. Anything else you can tell me about him?”

      “Black eyes and an even blacker disposition. He’s against the dark fae, so I want to like him, but there’s something that's just… off. He’s a few decades older than us. Shows up a few hours after opening, walking straight to his booth. And then the ranting starts. You can’t miss him, or the crowd that he typically gathers. Sorry I don’t have more for you, El. I’ve been focused on Lucy. She’s been having the worst nausea, though I’m told it should be ending soon.”

      “No need to apologize. I hope Lucy feels better soon. Perhaps this could help take some of the stress away.” I pulled the small grey pouch from the inner pocket of my coat, extracting a small fortune and pressing it to Liam’s hand.

      “El. Gods, where did you get this?” Worry flashed across his features as he tried to push the coins back toward me.

      “Don’t worry. I ran into Mr. Sapo on my way into town. He must be doing well for himself because he insisted I accept this.” I shifted so that he could see the purse.

      Liam let out a low whistle. “When is that man not doing well? He probably has more money than the light royals, what with him being the main supplier of grain for the Light Kingdom. Though, you would never know how well off he was based on his appearance. Or his conspiracy theories.” He looked down at the coins filling his palm once more. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course. You’re going to be a father soon.”

      He matched my smile, though it remained tight with unspoken worry. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t wait up.” I waved as I slipped from the barstool, pushing through the side door and into the night beyond.
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      The brisk air was a shock. My body had grown used to the overheated presence of the tavern and shivered with the stark contrast. I glanced around, filtering through piles of trash and oozing puddles that lined the narrowed alley. My eyes zeroed in on the brightly lit road a dozen yards away, and I hurried toward it, sending a silent thanks to the gods for the frost that kept the rotting stench to a minimum.

      My chilled fingers clenched the fabric of my overlarge coat, securing it tight against the cold. The waxing crescent shone overhead, surprisingly bright in the early hours of the cool night. I tipped my head back, basking in the glimmering glow of stars.

      They had been a source of wonder for me, even as a child. Stars were resilient, the guardians of the night. Always watching. They blazed with an icy fire that pierced even the endless depths of darkness surrounding them, always refusing to yield to the shadows.

      Puffs of heated breath clung to the air in front of me as I turned my attention to the road ahead. Couples passed, huddled close as they walked, while a few others were contently enjoying the peaceful night on the benches lining the boisterous street. I wondered what it would be like having a partner in this life.

      The couple nearest the alley were leaning back and gazing at the sky. Her head tilted against his chest as his arm came around her, tugging her close. She giggled. I couldn’t hear their shared words from this distance, but the unabashed smile that lit her face—his answering grin, reflecting every bit of love held in hers—it cracked something wide within myself.

      I marveled at it—at them—at the whole idea of love.

      This world was on the brink of disaster. Some would argue we had already tipped past the point of no return and were now spiraling toward the wicked, brutal end. And, yet somehow bonds like this still flourished. Despite the escalating chaos and lurking predators throughout the kingdoms, love still managed to ensnare its prey.

      The woman sighed, sinking deeper against his body. What would it be like to have that comfort? To feel the heat from another’s body emanating into mine, pouring through my veins, seeping into the chilled cracks and frosted fissures of my soul?

      A face flashed across my mind, and before I realized it, I was pondering whether his lips would feel tender along the curve of my neck, if the golden strands of his hair would be as soft as I imagined. I wondered what it would be like to watch those emerald eyes ignite with desire for me.

      Get a grip, El. I shook my head, appalled by the path my mind had taken.

      An icy breeze shot through me, causing my shoulders to round and teeth to clench, but I was grateful for the sudden blast of reprieve it offered my thoughts.

      I knew it was foolish, utterly ridiculous to even think about Alarik as anything other than an employer. But that weaker part of my mind wandered. I had felt the press of his thick, firm body against my chest the first day we met. I’d seen the ease with which he pinned my hands above my head, how he held both of mine with just one of his.

      An unwanted stirring coiled in my stomach, drifting lower into my core as my traitorous body remembered. It was infuriating. I didn’t even like him. How could I possibly be considering—

      A calloused hand clamped over my mouth, stifling the scream that ripped through my chest. My body was yanked back until the cool tip of a blade pressed against my throat. My lungs seized as rancid body odor engulfed me. Bile burned the back of my throat and stomach heaved with the scent.

      “Easy there, girl. We wouldn’t want things to slip, now would we.” The smell of stale alcohol wafted over me as his disheveled body swayed. “Now, kindly handover that purse of coins you got, and you can be on your way.”

      His words slurred as he fought to keep his balance. I willed the contents of my stomach to stay in place as I took assessment of this asshole. The knife pressing against my neck was a problem, but this was one man—one drunk man who had no clue who he was robbing.

      Forcing myself to take a disgustingly full breath, I steeled my spine and launched into action. Throwing my body into the man, I slipped one of my palms beneath the blade. Better my hand than my neck.

      I winced as the cool metal bit my flesh, but the pain only sharpened my resolve. Gritting my teeth, I pushed out with my bleeding palm, my other arm slipping beneath to disarm him as I crushed his foot with my own.

      A strangled screech tore from him. The wet, repulsive heat of his breath grazed my ear as he doubled over. Nausea rolled through me at the damp caress, threatening to empty my stomach.

      I swallowed, slamming my head back. My lips curled into a satisfied grin as a sickening crunch sounded. He stumbled, freeing me, as his splotched, stained hand grasped the oozing mess of his nose. Bloodshot eyes widened as he looked down, watching the stream of blood add to the grime coating his palms. He blinked, the effects of the alcohol dulling.

      A snarl twisted his features as he shouted, “You stupid whore!”

      I laughed. He had the element of surprise, a weapon, and still this was little more than a scuffle.

      Pushing off the wall, he hurled his body toward me. I held my ground until the last moment, slipping to the side as he sailed past. He slammed into the stone wall, eyes glazing over as he fell. The ground shuddered as his skull connected with the disjointed cobblestones, causing his eyes to roll back.

      My body hummed with adrenaline as I dared to check whether he was alive. His eyes remained closed, but the steady rise and fall of his chest continued. The breath that was held tight in my chest released. He was still alive. I knew he deserved worse, but I was glad this pathetic waste of blood and bones was not the reason I would become a killer.

      “Disgusting,” I muttered, eyes drifting over the putrid puddle seeping from his pants. He may not be dead, but I wasn’t going to leave a weapon waiting around for him when he awoke. I gathered the dull blade, finding nothing worth salvaging. It was little more than a butter knife.

      A shadow of movement caught my attention. It was quick, just a flash of dark across the star bright night, but my skin prickled.

      I had learned to trust my instincts—they’d kept me alive more times than I could count in the forest. Holding as still as possible, I scanned the area as my ears fought to detect the faintest of sounds, but only the muffled noises of the inn mingling with the carefree conversations of the road reached me.

      The sting of the wound flared as my fists clenched. I cursed, opening my palm to expose the angry cut. I’d have to clean it. My eyes snagged on the flakes of dirt and filth mixing with my blood. I’d have to clean it thoroughly.

      My head tipped back with a groan. I was hoping to stop in at a few other bars tonight to learn more about Alderidge before tomorrow, but the fear of infection urged me back toward the inn. Pressing against the wooden door, I let the warmth welcome me as I stalked toward Liam to request a pot of boiled water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 10

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The rumbling of the earth raged, churning with cries of suffering. It took me a moment to understand what the sound was, but the devastating reality crashed through me as the screeching grew, expanding as their agony increased.

      Gods, there must have been hundreds of them—thousands of dying forest-dwelling creatures desperately trying to outrun the shadows rushing toward us.

      “Everyone to the house! Now!” Papa’s voice bellowed.

      Heeding his command, I turned, intent on running as fast as my legs could carry me. But as I twisted away from the quivering forest, a force caught me, dragging my thrashing body back, toward the screaming darkness. I was caught in a swift, cruel current too powerful to swim against.

      My eyes darted to my family. All were as transfixed as I was, hovering inches above the ground in the foreboding force for a moment longer, before an electric pulse blasted through the world, exploding out and sending our bodies flying.

      The charged atmosphere prickled and singed my skin as a sickly-sweet aroma coated the air.

      “Now! Everyone, move!” Papa’s voice boomed, as he pushed up from the ground. I felt his arms wrap around me, scooping me up as he sprinted after the others. Torin held Lannie in his arms, racing for home a few strides behind Jem and Greer. Will’s blond head peeked out from Mother’s shoulders as she tore after them, desperate to reach our house and whatever protection it offered.

      Greer made it first, swinging around in the doorway as she paused to look toward the storm of chaos that rumbled around us. Her eyes widened, her jaw falling open as the shadows coating the sky grew deeper, staining the bright blues into a murky grey. Her terrified eyes dropped to mine, my breath seizing with the raw, unwavering fear flashing in their depths—and then Jem was upon her, catching her in the middle to lift her up as they swung inside.

      Icy tendrils of dread crept up my spine. I knew I shouldn’t look—it wouldn’t help. But the clenching of my stomach demanded I peek. My head swung over Papa’s shoulder, bouncing with each of his strides, as I fought to comprehend what my eyes were seeing.

      A dense cloud thrust into the sky, billowing toward us with a rage to rival the gods. The sun had gone, blotted out by the consuming darkness. There was no light, no hope. Only the promising viciousness—the escalating fury—only the ravenous shadows remained.

      Dark, heated waves stretched toward us, forcing the scent of rotting meat into my lungs. Bile singed the back of my throat as my stomach lurched. Their agonizing cries ripped through me. The creatures, the forest itself—the shrieks, the screams—gods, they were all dying.

      And it was gaining on us.

      “Papa,” my voice squeaked as my arms tightened around his neck. His pace somehow picked up, willing us to move quicker. But the cloud thundered onward, intent on consuming everything and everyone in its path.

      Torin and Lannie were almost there, a few more steps and they’d be safe. My eyes locked with Jem’s agonizing stare, but he was helpless to stop this. The heat of the raging storm swirled past Papa’s legs, climbing up my chest, coating my arms, until the blackness reached my face, cutting us off from the rest of the world. My throat burned with my own screams, mimicking the horrors around us as we were swallowed whole and plunged into an infinite, deafening darkness.
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      A searing pain shot through my hand, jolting my body awake with a gasp. My fingernails had dug into the cut across my palm, displacing the bandage. Untangling my fists from scratchy sheets, I sat up with an all too familiar sheen of sweat coating my forehead.

      Inhaling deeply, I allowed the stale ale-scented air to calm my frantic heart. It was just a dream. Only a dream.

      Gingerly, I flexed my hand, testing the movement. It was stiff, but not unbearable. Grateful for Lannie’s skill with medical herbs, I slipped the small tin out of my pocket, and made quick work applying the honey-based salve, before redressed the wound. With the ointment, my hand should be healed in a few days.

      The sting was already lessening. My eyes darted across the narrow, wood-paneled room but found nothing of concern. It was only a dream. Silently chiding myself for being superstitious, I made quick work of dressing and donning my black leather gloves before heading to the market.

      Banishing the memories of the past, I focused instead on the fresh scent of pine and earth surrounding me as I worked my way through the streets and into the field stretching before the large wooden building.

      Nostalgia flared as I stepped through the door. The familiar buzz of the trading market pulsed around me. Each weekend, the locals would gather for a modest exchange, but today was the quarterly market, which meant vendors from across the kingdoms would be present. The enthusiastic energy drowned out most of the nerves working through my body as I repeated my mission: Find the dark fae, learn as much information as I could on military movements, and do not engage.

      A flutter arose in my stomach as an image of Alarik surfaced. I shook my head, clearing it of the thought and the jitters that accompanied it. I wouldn’t let that ridiculous fantasy distract me. Drawing in a sharp breath, I played back my own thoughts. Was that what he was now—a fantasy?

      I gritted my teeth. It didn’t matter. This would be like any other market day, only with a bit of spying thrown in. If I could pull this off, I would secure a better life for my family. No more disappointed frowns after turning up empty-handed from a hunt. No more bleak future devoid of options—not because my sisters and I weren’t talented enough to seize them, but because we couldn’t afford the lives we desired.

      We didn’t have enough money for Greer to pursue her interest in food, traveling across all of Pax as she discovered new cuisines. Likewise, we couldn’t afford to send Lannie to the healer academy in the Light Kingdom. The academy was free to attend for any who qualified, but the cost of housing and supplies alone was a small fortune.

      If I could prove my worth by completing this one, simple task, all of that would change. Strengthening my resolve, I started through the rows of vendors.

      The noise of shifting packages and the voices of early buyers rattled around me. Chimes of delicate jewelry mingled with the clash of foreign metals and wicked looking weapons. The smells were even better. Fresh bread and pastries filtered through the air, contrasting nicely with the spiced aroma of prepared meats. Most of it was dried or salted for preservation but the fresh morsels roasting over a low-flame fire just outside the building had my mouth watering.

      I wove between the tables, recognizing most in the early hours without suspicion. Pressing deeper, I reached the far wall. Two bulky men framed a large wooden table with a hefty assortment of weapons adorning it.

      Frowning, I looked over the crass and unrefined blades. There was a family of blacksmiths in town, but these couldn’t have been crafted locally—not with the lack of skill clear to see. My stomach twisted as I spotted stamped insignias across the handles: A full sun with a blooming peony in front, representing light and life—the Light Kingdom.

      A thick wooden sign was coarsely painted: ‘Alderidge’s weaponry’. I sucked in a breath. My gaze sliding to the two burly men standing guard. I blinked, surprised to find both blatantly glaring at me.

      They were young, neither sporting the black eyes Liam had described. Their noses wrinkled, as if my presence left a bitter taste in their mouth. I suppressed an incredulous laugh. I knew it was still uncommon for women to be familiar with war, or anything that went along with it, but most kingdoms had loosened up after the storm.

      It was a new world, one in which women had discovered they were just as capable as men. There were even tales circulating of a fierce band of female warriors spanning the northern kingdoms. Despite the slow growing revolution, well-off families—particularly those in the Light Kingdom—clung to tradition.

      Not bothering to hide the amused curl of my lips, I took longer than necessary looking through their pitiful collection. The blades were dull and poorly crafted, but still I took my time looking through them. Their stances shifted and their faces twisted with sneers, as I completed a third languid pass. Only then did I afford them a reprieve and move on.

      I turned away, looking the part of a wandering buyer. Better to explore the rest of the market until Alderidge arrived, though I couldn’t help but enjoy antagonizing them and their archaic opinions. Perhaps I’d antagonize them more later. My smile widened as delightfully wicked thoughts crossed my mind. Perhaps I’d even offer them a demonstration of how deadly a blade could be.

      The market was as alive as ever with more vendors showing up by the moment. The hollow clank of shells sounded as a man with a deep complexion and turquoise eyes arranged jewelry and tools that could only have come from the Water Kingdom.

      Another stout man unveiled an intricate light-blue crystal tower with glimmering facets and jutting peaks. Smaller, less detailed sculptures surrounded the focal piece, each sparkling in the soft rays of the sun. “Get your protective charms and figurines here!” the vendor called, his curling horns marking him as an earth fae. “Crafted by the Winter Witch herself. Protection from the Dark Queen, long life, and good fortune!”

      I hurried past as I recalled the bleak childhood tale of the Winter Witch battling the dark mistress of the night. It was one of Will’s favorites to this day—or at least one that he recited often. The Dark Queen was said to be evil, intent on vengeance for being locked away. She was destined to be unleashed by the bringer of the end. The Winter Witch was her counterbalance, light and bitterly cold as opposed to the other’s shadowy flames.

      Most tales had the Winter Witch defeating the Dark Queen and saving all of Pax. But Mother had taught us a different, more brutal ending—one of only death and pain. A shudder ran through me. I took a deep breath, forcing the morbid tale from my mind with an exhale.

      Perfumes and potions, fresh herbs and various roots, even thick pelts and hunting supplies were showcased. It seemed that the fae kingdoms hadn’t noticed the hardships of this winter. Not like the humans had.

      I recognized and stopped to chat with many families as I strolled by. Most of the men here had known my father, their sons having been friends with my elder brothers. Jem was known for his formal manners, nearly always accompanied by Evander. He was smitten, even then.

      Torin, his twin brother in looks only, never failed to provide entertainment, mostly by getting caught with a daughter or two in compromising situations. Families would wave to Papa, Jem, and Evander, while Torin was met with menacing glares from families who had the burden of looking after a teenage daughter—not that their scowls ever bothered him.

      A soft tilt of my lips bloomed with the memories, widening as I spotted Mr. Wilson and made my way over. He had the misfortune of being the father to the beautiful dark haired, blue-eyed Sophie Wilson, the most popular girl in the village. It was whispered that she was part wild fae—that she had to have worked some type of ancient magic—because when she set her sights on Torin that summer, he lost interest in anyone and anything that wasn’t her. And Sophie, gentle, kind, never-step-out-of-line Sophie, fell head over heels for him, much to the horror of her tenderhearted father.

      The summer before the storm, the two of them were nearly inseparable. The well-known sting of grief deepened as my eyes landed on Sophie. She busied herself with arranging fresh loaves of bread and pastries. The warm, sweet aroma warred with the cold bite of a lost future. In another life, we could have been sisters. Shaking off the remaining sadness, I crafted a smile to my face and took the final steps to their booth.

      “Hello, Mr. Wilson, Miss Sophie.” I dipped my head in greeting. “It’s good to see you. Looks like you have a good batch this month.” I motioned toward the sugar-glazed pastries and still-steaming loaves of bread.

      “Elara.” Sophie sighed, a sad smile springing to her face. “It’s good to see you. How is everyone?”

      I gave her a quick rundown on the family as her father waved a brief ‘hello’ before turning back to set up. “What about you? How have things been here?”

      “Nothing interesting has happened. It’s been the same routine. Bake. Sell. Eat. Sleep. Nothing changes. Not since the storm. Not since losing—” Her voice hitched. “Losing him. I miss those days. Things were simpler back then.”

      The sorrow she still felt at Torin’s passing surprised me. We hadn’t been particularly close back then, and we saw each other even less now, but we had settled into an effortless friendship over the years. Still, I hadn’t seen her look this dejected since immediately following the storm and all the death that it had brought.

      “I miss him too.” I squeezed her hand. “Every day.”

      She nodded in thanks, pulling away quickly to wipe the tears that coated her cheeks. “I’m such a mess lately. I’m not sure why, but it's like something is hovering in the air. It’s the same foreboding feeling I had right before—before that summer. I hope to the gods I’m wrong, but I can't seem to shake it.”

      Regaining her control, she reached beneath the table, returning with a bag of pastries and two loaves of bread. “The usual?”

      Her half-smile faltered as something caught her attention over my shoulder. I turned slowly, cautious to not draw attention.

      A middle-aged man with a lean frame and an intricate sword resting on his hip marched through the aisles. His presence created a circle of hushed murmurs as he went. Though he must have been in his fourth decade of life, his tall body was hardened with battle. His once dark hair had flecks of grey along the sides and a sneer looked to be permanently etched across his face. His long, pointed nose was tilted up at a ridiculous angle, causing cold, black eyes to peer down at anyone in his path. It was a wonder he could see where he was walking at all.

      “Who’s that? I don’t recognize him.”

      Sophie swallowed, her eyes widening as they swung to those nearest us, making sure to not be overheard. She leaned forward as her voice dropped. “That’s Mr. Alderidge. He moved down here a few months ago with a dozen or so others.”

      “Moved down?”

      She gave a tight nod, already knowing my concern. There weren't a lot of human-friendly territories outside the Borderlands, and even less to the north. The Dark Kingdom was directly above us, a primal brutal land full of fae that would use humans for their sick, twisted desires just as soon as slaughter them for sport. Everyone suspected they were the ones behind the growing attacks, but only those with a death wish dared to venture north.

      “Do you know if he was from the northeast or northwest?” She gave a small shake of her head. The Air Kingdom was northeast of here. It was said to be a little better in regard to tolerating humans, but not by much. The winged fae left us to our own devices, for the most part.

      Then there was the Fire Kingdom, secluded in the northwestern part of the continent. Legends of ruthless fire-dwelling creatures and lava dragons kept humans away, and most fae as well. Even the bravest men elected to take their chances with the dark fae rather than venture into dragon territory.

      I weighed the options. Though he was clearly no stranger to battle, I doubted he would have been strong or quick enough to have survived any of the northern territories. No humans were. But it didn’t matter where he came from, only that he was here now, and, if rumors were believed, was set on arming the town for battle.

      Unease pricked along my skin as Alderidge reached his booth. He made a show of scanning the crowd, the simple act alone quieting the room. Then he started. Something akin to hunger stirred in his eyes as he wove tales of disturbing scenes.

      “Too long have we let fae rule, content to live in a world where humans are little more than playthings. They view us as simple beings meant to curb the viciousness of their race. For centuries, we’ve been toyed with, preyed upon—and now,” he paused, lowering his voice to pull the crowd in closer. “Now, they come in the dead of night, slaughtering our women—our children—under the banner of the Dark Kingdom!”

      He held up a scrap of cloth containing the crescent moon with three stars trapped between its tips. “These creatures are savages. They have no mercy, no souls.” His malevolent gaze swept through the audience, relishing the taut silence that awaited his words. “We must rise against the kingdoms of the north. We must put a stop against the needless, gruesome deaths that have befallen dozens of settlements.” A cold grin broke across his face. “Join me, brothers, on a quest for justice. Our time is now!”

      His voice bellowed, igniting a wave of cheers. He held a blade up, swiping it through the air as if to demonstrate what he planned to do on the battlefield. People cheered, swarming the stand, snatching for weapons as they pledged their allegiance. His lips curled into a gruesome, satisfied smile. The sight sent tendrils of ice dripping down my spine.

      I shot a quick glance around the room, wondering how the southern fae were feeling about his claims. I blinked. They were gone. All of them had packed, leaving glaring, vacant holes throughout the once tightly packed booths.

      My stomach twisted as I took in the mob demanding death. Fae were powerful, unrivaled by human might, but I suppose even the strongest of fae could be overthrown by a righteous swarm of lessers. The southern fae that had been present had to have concluded the same thing, deciding it was safer to vacate the area than risk confrontation.

      A heavy sigh escaped my chest. It was clear the little knowledge Alderidge possessed of the dark fae wasn’t based on facts. Alarik had tasked me with discovering military happenings of the dark fae themselves, not a trivial human revolt.

      I turned away to meet Sophie’s wide eyes. “Wherever Alderidge came from, it looks like it hardened him. I need to be heading home. Thank you for the bread and the pastries.”

      Her body sagged as she exhaled, and I couldn’t help but think her relief had something to do with not being asked further questions. “Give my best to Lannie, Greer, and little Will.”

      I nodded, offering a small smile as I slipped into the crowd.

      Alderidge’s stand of weapons sporting the seal of the Light Kingdom had all but confirmed he was against the dark fae. His speech had proven it. It should have been a relief knowing humans were taking a stand against fae brutality. Everything he said about the dark fae had been said before. And said often. They were vicious, bloodthirsty savages. Alderidge should be an ally. So why did I get the feeling that he would prove to be more of an enemy than a friend?
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      I made another pass around the market before wandering through the village. If I could find where the southern fae had gone, perhaps I would be able to overhear something more pertinent to my mission. While Alderidge was set on revenge, it wasn’t quite the military details I’d been hoping for.

      After another hour of scouring the village and turning up empty, I called it quits. I leaned against a large oak tree, just off the main road, and stripped the dressing from my hand. The wound looked great. The edges were slightly pink and already knitted together. I made quick work of applying a fresh bandage before heading toward the inn to say goodbye to Liam.

      Disappointment raked my body as I trudged down the street. I hadn’t completed Alarik’s task, not really. I hadn’t seen a dark fae present, had no further knowledge on what the dark fae’s plans were, and I’d learned nothing that would help quell the growing attacks against humans. If anything, it sounded like things were about to get worse.

      A weight settled in my stomach. I hoped I’d heard enough to satisfy Alarik. I couldn't bear the disappointment that would follow if he dismissed me—both my family’s and my own.

      I realized then that I needed this. I didn’t just want to be a part of this, the base, the human resistance, I needed to do this. My life had boiled down to a monotonous routine of getting through another winter, passing another night without food, waking to another day without hope.

      My jaw clenched with resolve as I pushed through the door of the inn. I hovered in the doorway, letting my eyes adjust to the dim light. I’d find a way to convince Alarik I was useful. A familiar laugh cut through the clatter of the inn, snapping my attention to the bar.

      My body tensed as my eyes snapped toward a pair immersed in free-flowing conversation. Liam flashed a smile. The person he was talking to was facing away from me, but the width of his shoulders, the golden shade of his hair—it all stirred recognition. The casual brown jacket and dark pants were the only reasons I didn’t make the connection right away, but as Liam waved hello to me, the man’s head turned.

      The force of his emerald eyes stilled my thoughts as that playful, arrogant smile tilted at the corners. “Hello.”

      My jaw dropped as my mind fought to catch up to what my eyes were seeing.

      “Oh no, Liam. I think I may have frightened her,” Alarik teased.

      It took a moment to dislodge the lump in my throat. “What are you doing?” The words sounded harsh, even to me. Liam’s eyes snapped to me, thinking the question was meant for him.

      “Mr. Holt is a friend of mine,” Liam chided. His stern tone killed my snarky response. It was so like a rebuke Jem would have given me, delivered in the same disapproving tenor. “He moved to the military base recently after earning a promotion and we were catching up. Is that a problem?”

      “No, not at all,” I said in a formal tone. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Holt. My name is Elara Tenebris. I’m sorry for my rude behavior. I must have confused you with someone else.” He shook my extended hand, merriment dancing in his eyes.

      “Not a problem, Miss Tenebris. While I’d be delighted to get to know you better, I’m afraid Liam and I were just parting ways. I’m venturing south before returning back to base.”

      “That’s perfect! Ellie lives a few miles south of here. I’m sure she would appreciate the company.” Liam beamed with what he thought was his brilliant idea.

      Alarik shifted to me, eyes widening in mocked surprise. “Is that right, Miss Tenebris? Am I to believe you are headed there now?”

      Stifling the urge to roll my eyes, I plastered a smile on my face and matched his polite banter. “Please, call me Elara. But really, I must decline. I wouldn’t want to distract you from your duties. I can manage on my own.”

      “Nonsense, El,” Liam cut in. “Just last night, there was an attack, right behind the inn. I’d feel better if Alarik would see you home.” Damn Liam and his brotherly concern.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Alarik clapped before I could speak. “It’s settled then.” He placed a few too many coins on the counter, pushing past Liam’s protests. “I won’t take no for an answer. Besides, children are expensive.” I quirked a brow at that. Alarik cleared his throat. “Or so I’ve heard,” he muttered, the faintest blush brightening his eyes. He flashed me a chagrined smile before excusing himself to use the facilities, affording Liam and I a chance to say goodbye.

      Liam held my gaze a moment before darting around the bar to wrap me in a tight hug. “Liam, you’re squishing me.” He squeezed tighter.

      “I know, little sis. I know.” He released me with a huff.

      I glared at him but swiftly relented, unable to help the smile tugging my lips. Gods, I missed my brothers. The hollowness was always there. Most days it stayed buried deep within, but there were times when it felt like a gaping chasm of sorrow—one that would swallow me whole.

      Blinking back the sting in my eyes, I reached into my pack to pull out his favorite pastry.  “It’s cold now, but it was baked fresh this morning. Got it from Sophie.” His answering smile was all I needed. “You know, Liam, if you and Lucy ever wanted to slip away from here, you could stay with us.”

      “I know.” The smile didn’t reach his eyes this time. “But even if I could get away, there are too many memories there.”

      I nodded, understanding all too well. Our home had been the place the boys had stayed most often. It made sense ghosts would linger there for him, too.

      “Ready to go?” Alarik asked, appearing behind me with a thick pack across his back. I threw my arms around Liam in one last brief hug, pulling him tight, before donning my own bag and joining Alarik.

      His teeth were gleaming in an obnoxiously full smile as he held the door open for me. Swallowed, I stepped through and into the afternoon sun. I had planned on having more time before I had to explain my shortcomings with the mission, but it appeared time had run out. The only thing left to do was wade through the present.
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      The sun had begun its descent in the west, its soft rays heating the surrounding forest. Most of the snow had thawed, staining the earth in damp, muddy patches but sparse, dwindling clumps lingered in the shadows, refusing to yield to the changing seasons. The scurrying of wildlife and melodies of birds brought an energy to the budding forest. It looked like winter might finally be ending. Thank the gods for that.

      “What’s that smile for?” Alarik asked.

      “I was thinking how wonderful it will be when this winter is done. Spring is near. I can feel it.” My arms opened wide as my face tilted up, soaking in the heat as we walked down the dirt road.

      It was a different route than the one I had traveled, but Alarik insisted it would save us time. Normally, I would have argued, but this way allowed us more time on the road, which meant more time basking in the beauty of the clear, crisp skies and warm sun.

      “Spring will be nice, but it is not here yet. It will be at least a few more weeks before this winter breaks.”

      I rolled my eyes, shooting him a contemptuous glare. He chuckled, the sound only antagonizing me further. With a brief flick of my wrist, my dagger could be free. But then I’d be out of a job.

      “How would you know?” I gestured to the grass surrounding us. “Nearly all the snow has melted, and the sun has shone brightly the last three days. How could we not be on the eve of spring?”

      He pinned me with that arrogant smirk before gesturing to the road behind. “Do you feel that breeze?”

      Of course, I did. That was a stupid question, and stupid questions didn’t deserve answers. The bite of the wind was the only reason I was still wearing my heavy jacket. I refused to look at him, choosing to continue walking in silence.

      He laughed, shaking his head. “Gods, you’re stubborn. But I guess that should have been more of a rhetorical question, anyway. The breeze is cold, painfully so, and has been picking up speed since this morning. It’s at our backs, meaning it's coming from the northwest, so most likely from the Jagged Mountains.”

      I blinked. Well, gods. I hadn’t picked up all of that.

      “I’d wager the clouds will roll in by nightfall, bringing with it an ice storm.” He shrugged his shoulders like it was the most obvious conclusion. The simple movement brought out a boyish quality in him, softening some of his sharpness.

      “I only have a standard bedroll and a tarp. I don’t have a tent. I stayed at the inn last night and the weather has been getting warmer. I thought I wouldn’t need it.”

      Glancing to the road behind, I considered turning around, but we’d been walking for a few hours now, and wouldn’t make it back to the village before the storm hit. “I have a tarp that we could use, but it's small, really only suited for one person. It’d be a tight fit for both of us.”

      “Miss Tenebris, are you suggesting what I think you are? Because if so, I have to warn you, I’m quite fond of snuggling.” That seductive smirk was back, his eyes dancing as he shot me a wink.

      My traitorous cheeks flushed, causing his eyes to zero in on the pink stain. “Mmmm. It seems you are made of flesh and bone after all. For a while there, I feared you were nothing more than ice.”

      Embarrassment dissolved into fury. Who was he to judge me? I pinned him with a fierce glare, savoring the stumble of his footsteps that followed. “Is that so?”

      “I only meant that most women are flattered by my attention. My title of being the youngest general already has people wanting to spend time with me. Or, perhaps, indulge in a bit of intriguing conversation?”

      Did he really expect me to add to his obviously inflated ego? I quickened my pace, smashing my worn boots into the softened earth as I tramped forward.

      A chuckle chased me. “At the very least, most women don’t look like I forced them to swallow raw lemons. Is your face always pinched or am I the only one who has the pleasure of seeing it that way?”

      I came to a halt, fists clenched, as I rounded on him. “Gods, you’re so conceited! Just because you know how to flirt, have some ridiculous title, and mountains of muscles, doesn’t give you the right to be an arrogant prick! I’m not some clueless girl that’s going to bat my lashes at you every time you crack a smile. It sounds like there are plenty of people who would line up for that opportunity, but I’m not one of them.”

      I turned, stomping down the road, as I called back over my shoulder. “And I don’t need a damn escort, either. I can take care of myself.” My chest heaved as I stalked forward, only to have a pair of heavy footsteps sound behind me. I nearly growled. Couldn't he take a hint?

      “El, wait. You may not need an escort, but I have a large tent and an extra tarp. You at least need my supplies.” His voice was strong, but an undertone of uncertainty bled through. “Let me travel with you.”

      I blinked, eyes darting to the sky. It had darkened considerably with looming clouds. Groaning, I realized I would need more protection tonight. Taking a steadying breath, I met his waiting gaze. “I need your supplies. Not you.”

      His eyes lit with amusement. “As much as I like the idea of you being in my debt, I wouldn’t make it back to Sonder before the storm hit and I wasn’t lying when I said I have business to attend to before heading back to base. But I will share them, as long as you stop shooting daggers my way.”

      Shoving down the scream ready to burst from my lungs, I let a deep breath out in a huff. “Fine, but there’s no way I’m calling you General.”

      His lips twitched as he tried to keep a straight face. “I wouldn’t dream of asking you to call me General, though it does roll off your tongue nicely.”

      A pink glow tinged my cheeks. “It’s been three seconds.”

      “You keep setting me up. I think we both know you find me attractive and just don’t want to admit it.”

      Arrogant prick. I stalked forward once more, refusing to continue the conversation.

      “Fine, Fine.” He relented, allowing the silence to stretch as the wind picked up around us.

      Our steps drifted nearer to one another, our bodies subconsciously craving warmth as the temperature dropped. My shoulder brushed his, causing his eyes to drop to the contact, before rising to mine.

      “So, you really think my muscles look like mountains?”

      Choosing not to respond, I lifted my chin and pulled ahead of him, refusing to let him see the telling flush across my cheeks.
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      The sky blackened as menacing clouds blew in, obliterating any remaining traces of warmth from the afternoon. Alarik pointed out a small path along the side of the road, adjusting our trajectory toward my home.

      We’d been traveling along it for about an hour, slowly making progress through the dense forest, when I pulled out a loaf of bread, tearing pieces off to placate my growling stomach. I should have stopped for food at the inn before leaving. Oh well. At least the bread was fresh. I offered a chunk to Alarik, the two of us eating in silence.

      Brown-green leaves clung to most of the surrounding trees, creating a dense web of brambles and sticks to work through. The foliage provided a small buffer from the wind, the leaves absorbing the milder blasts, but the frigid air grew wilder as the sun sank lower. My shoulders rounded and my body trembled as it whipped past, piercing through the thick layers of my jacket.

      I kept my head tucked as I dipped beneath a low-hanging branch. The outer layer of its bark had been stripped, exposing the shiny layer beneath—a deer, most likely. Normally, I’d be tracking it, intending for the meat to keep my family alive for another week or two. But as my body shook at another powerful gust, I sent a silent prayer to the gods that the animal had found shelter.

      “Are you going to tell me how your mission went?” Alarik asked. The heat of his breath tickled the back of my neck, causing me to jump. “Or are you going to make me wait till we arrive at your house?”

      “It was fine,” I breathed, annoyed he had surprised me. I popped the last of the bread into my mouth, taking my time chewing. Daring a glance over my shoulder when he didn’t respond, I was met with raised brows. “What? It was fine.”

      My eyes drifted to the terrain as I lifted my legs over a fallen tree. The silence weighed on me, growing heavier each moment as I rapidly tried to distill how best to present the information.

      “It was all right. There are a few new people in town, but I’m guessing if you’re friends with Liam, you already knew that.”

      “Assume I know nothing. Tell me everything you discovered. Any detail may be important.”

      “A few people moved to the village recently. I’m not sure from where, specifically, but I was told they moved south, so from somewhere up north.”

      “Yes, that’s typically where they’d be coming from if one says they moved south.”

      I shot him a glare. “Yes, but it sounded like they came from human settlements in the north. A man named Alderidge is one of them—their leader. He had plenty of weapons to sell and was very vocal about wanting to move against the dark fae.”

      Alarik’s shoulders pushed back a hair as he sucked in a shallow breath. Curious that this bit of information piqued his interest. I would have thought he knew about Alderidge.

      “The weapons had the Light Kingdom’s emblem. It’s possible he could be using it without their knowledge, but…”

      “But that would be a death sentence if they discovered it. It's more likely they are aware and support his actions.”

      We both focused on our footing as we shuffled through a particularly tangled segment of vines in the darkening forest.

      The quiet stretched, and just as I was sure he had dropped the subject, Alarik asked, “How did the people of the market react?”

      “They were angry. Alderidge said some terrible things. He said the dark fae were responsible for the attacks, for the killing of families and—and children.” I could have sworn Alarik flinched, but by the time I focused, his mask of cool control was securely in place. “He called them monsters, little more than creatures without souls.” His jaw definitely ticked. Curious. “It sounded like he was trying to start a revolt, or, at the very least, hoping to assemble a dark fae hunting party.”

      “I was afraid of that. The people of Sonder are mostly farmers. It takes years of training to stand a chance against fae, especially the dark fae. Even with our training, we remain grossly out matched.” Alarik exhaled, a piece of that carefully crafted control crumbling.

      Squeezing between another set of trees, I pondered his words. Alarik’s path may be shorter, but it was definitely more treacherous. “What do you mean by ‘especially the dark fae?’ I thought all fae had increased strength and speed—well, at least those of the royal line.”

      There were royals in every kingdom, descendants from an ancient line of fae who possessed certain coveted gifts. Each kingdom had distinct traits, but the royal bloodlines tempered said traits and forged them into something… more.

      “They do. The royals more so, but nearly all fae have some type of an advantage when it comes to fighting humans.”

      “What sets the dark fae apart? Do you mean their ruthlessness?”

      “Something like that. What about the dark fae soldier? Did he ever show?”

      “No. Even the southern fae left once Alderidge got started.”

      “You did well. I’ll start the arrangements for your training when I get back to base, if you are still set on joining.” His voice rang with approval, dousing the embers of worry that had started to smolder in my chest.

      “Of course, I still want to join,” I said against the wind, hardly daring to believe it. It would take endless hours of grueling work, but I could do it. I’d be training with the world’s greatest human warriors. There would be no telling what I could accomplish, what I could defeat, if I kept my ears sharp and eyes open.

      “Good, because I have another task I could use your help with, but you’ll need to complete at least the basic level of training first. It will be difficult.”

      “I can handle it,” I said, lifting my chin despite the cold.

      He smiled. “We shall see, little one.”

      I gritted my teeth, hating that nickname.

      Turning around, he walked the length of a small clearing, nothing more than a narrow break in the trees. New blades of grass had started to peek through the earth, already frosted with the impending storm. Clusters of what would grow to be tulips shook, despite being nestled among thick roots along the edge of the clearing.

      “We should probably make camp for the night. The wind is picking up, despite being in the denser part of the forest. We have maybe another half hour before the sun sets.”

      I blinked as he slouched off his pack and pulled out a thick tarp barely larger than mine. My eyes narrowed as I watched him drape it across the flattest section, clearing away most of the branches and rocks beneath.

      “That better not be the tarp you were talking about.”

      He grinned. “Yeah, about that. I may have exaggerated its size, and the tent size, but they’re military grade.”

      Crossing my arms, I dropped my voice to a lethal calm. “And you assumed I’d rather spend the night cramped in a tight space in the middle of the forest with you than deal with a little rain on the way back to the inn?”

      He pulled out a thick canvas material, unfolding it over the tarp as he flashed me a cocky smirk. “Of course. Who wouldn’t want to spend the night alongside these ‘mountains of muscle’?”

      My nostrils flared. “You’re not going to let me forget saying that, are you?”

      “Never. Besides, I knew you wouldn’t listen, and when you didn’t, you would’ve been trapped, with no extra supplies, and unable to make it home before the sleet started.” He picked up a set of rods, placing them along small openings in the double-layered canvas. “Judging by how stubborn you’ve been, you probably would have kept walking, despite the storm, and ended up lost, or worse.”

      He glanced up at the mostly hidden sky before shooting me a glare. Another blast of icy wind whipped around us, bringing with it a few frozen drops. He gestured to the deconstructed tent. “This would go a lot faster if you helped me.”

      Realizing I had no other options besides freezing to death, I clamped my mouth shut and bent to help. We worked our way around, lifting the heavy edges while wedging the rods through, until all were in place.

      “All right. Now, secure your footing and lift.”

      “I know how to assemble a tent,” I snapped, heaving in tandem with him.

      He chuckled as we locked the rods in place, our shelter finally looking like something that would provide a respite from the cold. After securing the tent to the ground with a few stakes, Alarik reached for my pack, pulled out the additional tarp, and spread it over the top. I watched as his skilled hands fastened the ropes to the stakes, creating a further shield from the storm.

      I cocked my head to the side as I took in the dimensions. “That can’t possibly fit two people.” The pace of the falling ice droplets increased, each one pinging off my body with a mild sting. I crossed my arms, contemplating taking my chances in the storm.

      “Like I told you before, I like to snuggle.” I scowled as Alarik stepped closer. “You can growl all you want, but the storm is here. We need to get inside.”

      Sparing one last glance toward the forest, I contemplated the alternative. Even if I somehow survived the freezing temperatures, I had no clue how to find the path home. Nearly all the light had bled from the sky with the heavy storm clouds now upon us.

      “Don’t even think about running,” Alarik warned. “I’m not going to let you die in the middle of the woods because you were too embarrassed to share a tent.”

      “I’m not embarrassed,” I snapped.

      “Then what’s the problem? This is the logical solution, El.”

      I held his unblinking stare, grinding my teeth together as the sleet increased. Spending a night slowly freezing to death almost sounded better than spending a night with him, but I had my siblings to care for. If anything happened to me, they would be at the mercy of this world.

      “Fine,” I huffed as I pushed past him and dove inside. Slipping my pack from my shoulders, I fumbled in the dark until I found my bedroll and yanked it free.

      The tent flap opened a moment later. Alarik moved beside me, locking eyes for a breath, before turning to cinch the opening shut. The effect plunged us into darkness, only allowing me to make out the blurry edges of his form.

      “Did you need to relieve yourself before I secure the opening for the night? I figured you were good since you made us stop within the hour.”

      I was grateful for the dim lighting that concealed the scarlet flush to my cheeks. The only people whom I talked to about my bodily functions were my sisters. “I’m fine, thank you.”

      More rustling sounded by the flap with the heat of his body at my back.

      “Thank you?” he asked in mocked surprise. “Is that you, El? Are you feeling well?”

      “Ha. Ha.” I snarked as I fought with my bedroll, unable to get it to zip. I growled, shoving against the stalled zipper.

      “What’s wrong?” His voice sounded right behind me, the warmth of his breath tickling my ear.

      A flush grew across my neck. I felt the shift of his body, pulling away from the entrance to graze my back. He must have been kneeling. Waves of heat licked my spine, urging me to lean back, to sink further into him.

      When I didn’t answer, he pressed forward, closing the gap between us. His larger frame loomed over mine as his arm reached around to see what I was fumbling with. Heat flooded my body, the surge of warmth causing a moan to slip past my lips.

      His movements stalled.

      Swallowing, I praying to the gods he hadn’t heard me.

      Alarik cleared his throat before pulling away, taking my bedroll with him.

      I groaned inwardly. He had definitely heard me. Fighting the urge to walk right out the tent and into the storm, I twisted around, putting as much distance between us as the small space allowed.

      “I think my zipper is busted,” I breathed.

      The rustling of fabric was followed by the clash of the zipper’s metal teeth.

      “It’s not broken, but it won’t catch the track. Let me try something.” His form moved, pulling out what could only be more fabric from the lump that I assumed was his bag. I heard a click, and then a zip in the dark.

      “You got it?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Of course,” he scoffed, as if not being able to accomplish something was ridiculous. “Now, step back so I can lay this down.”

      “Not possible in this tiny tent.”

      “Okay, lean back, then. I wouldn’t want to cause anymore moans of pleasure. At least, not yet.”

      Thank the gods for the cover of night that hid my scarlet cheeks. His dark chuckle echoed around me and I sank further against the cool wall of the tent, willing the hours of the night to pass swiftly.

      “Are you done yet?”

      “Almost,” came his cheerful reply. His form shifted, grabbing two small lumps before returning to the bedrolls. “There. You’re on the right.”

      I moved forward, surprised that he was able to fit both of our bedrolls in the tight space. I felt for the edge of my bed, the zipper slightly open and folded back.

      “Take your shoes off. They’re coated in mud. We should be warm enough without them. If you have a smaller coat to wear, that could be helpful, but take off your wet one.”

      I could imagine that annoying tilt of his lips as he spoke, the sparkling of his eyes as he watched me heed his instructions. Sighing, I undid the straps of my boots, setting them near the opening of the tent next to his larger pair before removing my damp coat.

      Grateful that I’d selected a rather thick, long-sleeved shirt this morning, I crawled over to the bedroll and slipped inside. The material was softer and thicker than I remembered, welcoming me in a cozy embrace. A moan escaped me as I stretched into the plush fabric. It couldn’t be helped, and I wasn’t sheepish about it.

      “Comfortable?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      The rumble of his laughter grew closer, slicing through the mounting clatter of sleet hitting the canvas. “Two ‘thank you’s in one day? If you keep this up, I’m going to get a big head.”

      The darkness shifted as he moved closer, casting a shadow, until I felt the material of my bedroll shift. “Scoot over, you’re hogging all the blankets.”

      Before I could ask what he meant, a very thick, muscular leg slid alongside my own, coated only in a soft, loose fabric. He shifted until the hardness of his chest grazed my shoulder, his thin, long-sleeved shirt doing little to conceal the feel of his sculpted torso.

      “What are you doing?” I squeaked, my body going rigid as he rolled closer. I forced myself to take a gulp of air, trying and failing to remember how to breathe.

      Daring a glance, I opened my eyes, but could hardly see. Judging on shapes alone, he had, indeed, shifted onto his side, the warmth of his body spilling across the narrowed space between us, allowing the soft whisper of his breath to fan the top of my head. The beat of my heart thundered in my ears, deafening with the intensity. If I tilted forward—if I even took a deep breath—my chest would brush against his.

      “Calm, little one. This doesn’t need to be a big deal. Part of your zipper was broken, but it fit perfectly with my own bedroll. So, I combined them. Mine is a little bigger than yours but not by much. I really had no choice. Your bedroll was thin already. Without a zipper securing it, you were sure to freeze. Now you won’t. You’re welcome.”

      Groaning, I rolled onto my back. “You should have just left me in the forest.”

      “Nonsense,” he muttered, the sound of a smirk ringing through. His body moved down a little more, our sleeping sack shifting as he adjusted. “Now, getting to the important part of this sleeping arrangement. Normally, I prefer to be the little spoon, but seeing how much you enjoyed even the quickest of caresses from me earlier, I figured I would be nice and save you the embarrassment of asking.”

      My body went taut as one of his thick arms wrapped around my center, pressing the front of his body against the rigid side of mine.

      “Relax, El. It’s just a hug. You need warmth. And we both need rest. Let your body have both.” There was no teasing to his words this time.

      I stayed immobilized, as every point of contact between our bodies pulsed with an electric heat. After what felt like hours, his breathing evened out into a steady rhythm.

      Figuring it was safe, I rolled onto my side, deciding it would be less awkward if I faced away from him. Craving the promised warmth, I pressed the back of my body to the front of his.

      A delighted sigh slipped between my lips as his searing heat enveloped me. I adjusted my legs to the bends of his body, welcoming the relaxing tempo of the rise and fall of his chest syncing with mine. I thought I felt the twitch of his lips along the bridge of my ear, but his breathing remained even, his grip across my stomach soft but strong.

      The storm raged outside, the whistling wind throwing sleet and ice against the tent. He was still an ass, but this was a matter of survival. Under the cover of night, with no one to bear witness, I allowed my body and mind to relax.
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      The gentle sounds of the forest woke me. The subtle chirping of birds and gentle buzzing of animals created a jovial melody, celebrating the retreat of the late winter storm. My body felt… rested. I was warm and relaxed. Gods, I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt this good.

      Squeezing my eyes, I nestled into the warmth surrounding me, refusing to let the blissful sleepiness end. With the subtle shifting of my body, I became aware of a thick, somewhat uncomfortable, length pressing against my hip.

      My eyes popped open. An expansive chest lay before me, a thin grey shirt shifting with the steady rise and fall of his chest. I froze, but Alarik remained unaware of my inquisitive gaze. I noted the intimate angle of my body curved into his, the tangle of our legs, of how my face was cradled along the crook of his arm. His other was draped over my middle, holding me close.

      I swallowed. Gods, I was with Alarik. Arrogant, self-absorbed Alarik—alone—in the middle of the woods, sharing a tent, and now our bodies were indecently wrapped around one another. My breathing hitched, catching notes of sandalwood. The scent gave me pause, curiosity overpowering the fluttering of my stomach.

      Assuring that he was still asleep, I slowly leaned into him, daring to inhale his masculine scent. He did smell of sandalwood—with a hint of spice. Was that cloves? I stretched forward, intent on identifying the smell, when his body shifted. His arms collapsed around me, pulling me into a tight squeeze, and smashing my face against the hard slate of his chest.

      “Good morning to you too.” His voice was thick with sleep but that didn’t stop the arrogance from bleeding in.

      “Get off!” I shrieked, but the words were muffled by his body.

      His chest rumbled. “I’m only making it easier for you. You were trying to smell me, weren’t you?”

      The band of muscle released me without warning. I fell halfway out of the bedroll, a shiver instantly coating my skin, as the chill of the morning seized me.

      “Now, you don’t have to worry about sneaking a smell. My scent is all over you. You’re welcome.”

      “It’s cold.”

      He lifted a brow.

      “And I wasn’t trying to smell you. You must have been dreaming.”

      He rolled his eyes, turning toward the pile of folded clothes along his side of the tent. His blond hair was messy, and slightly flattened where he had been lying on it—while he had been holding me.

      He grabbed a pair of military-issued pants, similar to the ones I first saw him in. The tent was too small for him to stand, so he began shimmying out of his sweats while kneeling, not bothering to conceal the lingering effects of morning.

      Gods help me with this man. I averted my gaze quickly, hiding my blush as I fumbled for my own clothes.

      “I promise you, Elara, had this been my dream, you wouldn’t be trying to sniff me.”

      The boot I’d been holding tumbled to the floor. Swallowing, I peered over my shoulder to make sure he hadn’t noticed, quickly recovering it. I shoved my foot in, before grabbing the second and doing the same. I needed to get out of this tent. A little fresh air would help clear my head. In a silent haste, I laced my boots and zipped my jacket, before snatching my pack, and turning toward the exit. A gasp left my lips as I took in the rows of twisted knots securing the flap, blocking me from freedom.

      “What? No witty come back?”

      I didn’t answer as my fingers moved with determination. Just a few more hours with this insufferable man, and then I’d be home. I’d be rid of him. My stomach twisted at the thought.

      He chuckled, inching closer as he laced his own boots. “Nothing? Not even the ‘you’re an arrogant prick’ comment?”

      My fingers freed the last of the ropes, allowing the flap to list inwards with the crisp morning breeze. His eyes widened, taking note of the untied knots.

      I smiled back at Alarik, finally daring to meet his gaze now that the heat of the blush had left mine. I leaned forward, as if to whisper a secret in his ear. My smile grew as his hands stilled, his face alight with surprise and intrigue.

      The whisper of my lips grazed his ear as I breathed, “You’re a prick.” I paused for a moment, savoring the confused and disappointed look that washed over his face before dashing outside.

      “You know what? You’re the prick,” his voice hollered from inside the tent, followed by a slew of indistinguishable mutterings.

      I chuckled softly to myself. Someone had to knock him down a peg or two.

      Wandering a few yards away, I took care of my bodily needs before noting the beauty of the morning. The chill in the air had a refreshing effect. I felt energized and ready to get the day started as I braided back my hair.

      A cool, swirling breeze caressed my now bare neck as I stretched my arms toward the sky, working out the stiffness that followed a good night’s sleep. Gods, that was one of the most peaceful nights of sleep I’d had since the nightmares started.

      My eyes darted to the rustling of fabric as the tent rattled with Alarik’s movements. I sighed. Why did it have to be with him?

      He exited the tent, heading toward a trunk with a firm, low-hanging branch. He hung his pack against the broad slab of wood, ensuring the dampness of the ground didn’t reach it before taking mine and doing the same.

      I muttered a thanks as I untied the ropes binding the tarp in place. One of the lines snagged the rumpled dressing adorning my hand, pinching my still-healing cut. The bandage needed to be cleaned, but I’d finish helping with the tent first, if only to be rid of him sooner.

      We worked in tandem, packing away the pieces of our overnight shelter, until there was nothing left but a patch of flattened earth.

      “We need to head south for another hour before adjusting slightly west,” Alarik said, as he pointed out a narrow path through the forest.

      “Okay, but before we do, I need a moment.” I rifled through my bag, searching for the small healing kit Lannie prepared for me.

      “Do you need to relieve yourself again? It's only been twenty minutes.”

      “No,” I grumbled, really wishing I could stab him. My fingers brushed over the thick fabric of the kit. I pulled out the supplies I would need before tucking the rest back in place.

      “Are you hurt?” Concern flashed across his face as his eyes noted the swath of bandages and the small metal tin. His brows knitted together as he searched my body for an injury.

      “No, not really. It’s just a small cut. As long as I switch out the dressing, I should be fine.” Pulling off my left glove, I carefully unrolled the soiled bandage. The last layer adhered to my skin, pulling small scabs with it as I carefully worked the material away from the sensitive flesh.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      “Really, it's fine. I’d feel more comfortable doing it myself.”

      “Just relax, I can take care of it.”

      He grabbed my hand with his much larger one, jerking it away as I maintained my grip on the bandage. The material yanked free, haphazardly reopening a small area.

      “Great. Now it's bleeding. Give me that,” he snapped, reaching for the bandages.

      “No,” I refused, glaring back at him.

      His lips thinned as he extended a hand. “Please?”

      Sighing, I relinquished the strips. He took a clean one, dabbing it along the raw spots until the worst of it had stopped bleeding. It hadn’t taken long. The wound was shallow and nearly healed. Had the wound not been reopened, it would have been good by tomorrow, maybe even tonight. As it was, I’d probably have to keep it dressed for a few more days.

      He reached for the salve, opening it swiftly and applying it with the edges of another clean dressing. His caress was surprisingly gentle, securing the bandage with unexpected skill.

      I flexed my fingers, balling them into a fist. The sting was still present, but already fading. Alarik lifted my glove, gently slipping it around my hand so as not to disrupt the wound.

      “Thank you.”

      He only glared. “Any other knife wounds I should know about? Maybe a few arrow punctures, broken bones, loss of limbs?”

      My scowl was answer enough as I hoisted my pack onto my back and I stalked past him.
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      The forest had thinned, giving way to patches of petite wildflowers, unearthed by the melted snow. Water droplets sprinkled the trees, the bright rays of the sun dancing across them, transforming the forest into a shimmering haven.

      Inhaling deeply, I relished the scent of fresh earth laced with the sweetness of budding blossoms. My eyes drifted toward my left, surprised to find Alarik enjoying the peaceful morning as much as I was. His head was tilted back, blond hair tousled to the side, as he bathed in the sun.

      He looked so… calm. A soft smile tugged the corners of my lips as I marveled at this hidden side. His chest expanded with a large breath, exhaling loudly in a contented sigh. Emerald eyes peered down through strands of tumbled golden hair. He’d let it grow, not by much, but the top was long enough to settle in a gentle swoop as he ran a hand through it.

      “What are you thinking, little one?”

      “Nothing of importance.”

      “Just daydreaming about my good looks, then?” His lips tilted into a taunting grin.

      “Definitely not.”

      One of his brows lifted into a skeptical arch. I rolled my eyes.

      “Does this really work for you? I’ve heard the rumors of the young, handsome general sweeping across the seven kingdoms, saving lives and charming maidens. Is this really your move?”

      “My move? I don’t need moves. I’m the leader of the last human stronghold. I’m the one the human world has turned to in its time of need—the general who is expected to be the savior, the last bright flame in a world quickly being swallowed by darkness. Women across the seven kingdoms seek me out.” He cocked his head. “And a few men. I don't have to seduce anyone.”

      The last word was drawn out. ‘I don't have to seduce anyone,’ especially not you, my mind finished. Because he was too good for someone like me. He didn’t say it, but he didn't have to. It was obvious in how he carried himself, with his chest puffed out, his confident smirk always in place.

      I yanked my eyes away from his. “Don't forget to add grotesquely egotistical to that long list of attributes.”

      He shrugged. “It's just the way things are.”

      Speaking through clenched teeth, I gritted out, “I can’t believe you have such a sense of self-importance. You’re no better than the pathetic fae royals lording over the rest of us—”

      “Stop.” It was a low retort, but I continued in a rush as if I hadn’t heard.

      “—thinking you’re some type of gift from the gods. Are you going to wall yourself off, too?

      “El,” he warned.

      “Wouldn’t want to risk the precious General Alarik Holt. You could turn the base into your own little mock kingdom, just like the light fae—”

      “Stop,” he growled, pulling up short and forcing me to do the same.

      I knew it wasn’t true. He risked his life over and over again to protect humans. But I couldn’t help speaking from that broken inner part of myself that had never quite felt like enough. I hated the confidence he had, hated how nothing ever rattled him, how he knew himself so fully. I’d always felt like there was some inner part of myself that was walled off, just beyond my reach, like the final pieces of a puzzle had been purposely removed or locked away. But did he need to rub it in my face?

      We stood there for a moment, chests heaving. I met his glare, neither of us blinking. I refused to yield, even as my eyes burned.

      He conceded first. Smug satisfaction coursed through my veins with the minor accomplishment as he stalked off.

      We walked in tense silence, neither one of us wanting to be the first to speak. Time stretched, and just as I was sure we’d go the rest of the day without speaking, Alarik’s voice rippled through the quiet.

      “I’m sorry if I offended you. That was not my intention.”

      I took a few steps further in stunned silence before I was able to form words. “It’s okay.”

      “No, it's not. I’m normally not like this.” He ran a hand through his hair.

      It was my turn to pin him with an incredulous look.

      “No, really, I’m not. With you I forget…” He shook his head, keeping his eyes averted. “It’s nice to forget the pressures of being the general. It's constantly there—the responsibility of the base, for protecting every human across the seven kingdoms, but that’s no excuse. I’m sorry for making you feel uncomfortable.”

      The words spilled out of him, as if they’d been pent up for years. My stomach completed an array of acrobatics. Had that been what I was feeling? Uncomfortable? I dropped my eyes to the widening dirt path.

      “You didn’t—I mean, you did—but it's fine. I’m not… upset, anymore.” I gnawed on my lower lip as the truth of those words settled over me. Why wasn’t I still upset? I shook off the confusion. It didn’t matter. We would be working together for the foreseeable future, and I needed this to go well.

      “You said you had another task for me?” I couldn’t stop the thread of hope spilling through.

      A relieved smile softened his features. “Just the one looming on the horizon, but you need to prepare, first. We will start with the basics.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he pushed forward. “If you seem sufficient in certain areas, then we will move on, but I need to be fully aware of your strengths and weaknesses if I’m going to send you out into the field.”

      I grumbled, but understood his point. Excitement surged through me. This was really happening.

      “Okay. I was thinking we could start with swordplay. I sparred with my brothers when I was younger and sporadically over the years, but it’s still one of my weaker points, because—well, because I’ve had to focus on hunting. I’m fairly good with a bow, hence the hunting, so we can probably skip that for now. But I’ve had next to no exposure with other weapons. It will take some work, but I’ve studied—”

      “Whoa, slow down,” he cut in. “I never said we would do all of that. Your missions involve scouting and gathering information. They aren’t combative. Your training will reflect that.”

      His harsh words cut through me, like a freshly sharpened blade through tender flesh. This was the voice of a man used to others falling in line. But we had a deal, one I intended to hold him to.

      “You said you would train me. I don’t need lessons on gathering gossip. I expect proper training on how to fight.” The words were littler more than a hiss.

      He laughed, dismissing my dreams with little more than a fleeting thought. “I doubt you’d be able to keep up with physical combat. Maybe some of the beginning classes, but the base houses the most elite human warriors. It would be near impossible for a person of no structured training to match them.”

      “I told you, I’ve been training since I was seven with my father and older brothers. I furthered that training after the storm with the help of a family friend.” I didn’t think it wise to mention that said friend was half-light fae and my late brother’s ex-fiancé—not when he had been so angry with the comparison to the light fae earlier. “I’ve also studied military techniques and know the basics of several genres of fighting. I just haven’t had the opportunity to pursue it as thoroughly as I wish.”

      His gaze was speculative, sizing me up for a moment before turning away with an unimpressed huff.

      My fists clenched as ichor coursed through my veins. “Some of us haven’t been given the opportunity to train our whole lives. Some of us have a family depending on us for survival.”

      His eyes shifted into steel, his face morphing into an eerie mask of control. “Yes. Not all of us have a family to look after anymore.”

      I stumbled, mouth gaping as his angry strides carried him ahead. Anymore. My stomach knotted. He must have lost his family in the storm—like I had—like so many others. And here I was berating him, envying him, for his accomplishments, the very ones that were achieved, in part, because he had no one left to care for.

      Finding my footing, I dashed after him. “I’m sorry. That was stupid of me. I should have realized that you’ve probably lost people, too. We all have.”

      His shoulders dipped as he released a long, low sigh. He glanced toward me, allowing me a moment to read the depths of anguish swirling in his eyes, before fixing his gaze on the forest ahead. “I would give it all up… to have them back.”

      Reaching for his hand, I gave it a little squeeze of support. His breathing hitched, shock widening his eyes as he looked to where my hand met his. A wave of guilt washed through me. How terrible must I have been that this minute gesture of kindness could jolt him so thoroughly?

      I started to pull away, but his gloved hand strengthened the hold, only for a moment before releasing me. A weight landed in my stomach as the cool air mocked my loss. I worked the strange stiffness out of my fingers before tucking my hand away in my pocket, hating how empty it felt.

      “Did you want to talk about it?” I asked as we fell into a leisurely stroll.

      “There’s not much to say. They died. Just like most humans.” I could see the debate playing out across his features, warring with himself on how much to disclose. The silence grew as we walked, but then he spoke.

      “My sister…her name was Aiyana. She was seven at the time, nearly as tall as your Will is now. She was so full of life. I was ten years older than her and had already been accepted into the military. My commitments required me to train often, but I’d always find time for her.

      “I think she would have found you intriguing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “She was gentle and kind. It bothered her when she learned I’d joined the military. She insisted that having tea parties were more important than ‘flinging swords around’.” His laugh was strangled, torn between the joy of the memory and the loss of his sister.

      “I wasn’t aware tea had such hidden powers,” I jested.

      “She said that people talked over tea, and when people talked, they were able to explain their feelings and not be angry anymore. She once told me that there would never be a reason for fighting if the world only made time for tea.”

      A giggle burst through my lips. “Can you imagine a world where warriors from across the kingdoms would meet to enjoy tea parties and discuss their feelings?”

      A raw sputter of laughter escaped him as his eyes glistened.

      I leaned in, bumping my shoulder into his. “She sounds quite clever.”

      “She was, just like my mother. All sass and charm, the both of them. Ma used to say it was their fiery red hair that caused it. She thanked the gods that I was the eldest because it gave her at least one child with the ability to make sound judgments.”

      “That does sound like you, always with an answer.”

      He flashed me a toothy grin. “I like to be right.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “It was just the three of us. My father died when Aiyana was a babe. It was an illness our healer couldn’t cure—the light fae could, but they refused. Because we couldn’t afford the potion.” His jaw ticked. “So, he died. Then the storm came a few years later, obliterating the last working pieces of my heart.”

      The rawness of his pain sliced through me, igniting my own grief-stricken past. The nightmares hadn’t surfaced last night, but I could feel them snaking through my mind, poised to strike again. I flexed my fingers, trying to shake the feeling of phantom blisters—the ones that took weeks to heal after digging their graves. A shiver ripped along my spine.

      Alarik’s lips tugged into an unfamiliar frown. “I suppose you’re familiar with how that story goes?”

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I was fully intent to shutting him out, like I always did, but my lips started moving, spewing words that had been locked away for the past seven years.

      “We were outside when the storm hit. I had two older brothers, twins. Torin was the cocky, athletic one, and Jem—Jem was my best friend.”

      He reached out to squeeze my hand, the small, fleeting gesture giving me the strength to continue.

      “It was an ordinary summer afternoon, like so many before. Until everything changed. I was moving too slow. Papa picked me up. He ran as fast as he could, trying to make it to the house in time… but the magic of the storm was too powerful.

      “The cloud rolled over us, blinding us. And still he ran. He somehow found the house through the darkness, bursting through the door before the worst of it caught up with us.

      “We thought the house would protect us. We were wrong. That awful scent—the one of wilted roses and burnt sugar—it coated us. Then the pain started. Like millions of blades slicing their way through your flesh, only for the raw wounds to be doused with alcohol and set ablaze.”

      Alarik flinched. I should stop. He didn’t need to experience my pain, but the words were already bubbling up, simmering with their vicious need to be freed.

      “Papa threw his body over mine, my brothers doing the same for Lannie and Greer, trying to protect us even through the torture they must have been feeling.” Silent tears slipped down my cheeks. “The pain started to fade after a while. I tried to let Papa know I was okay, but he couldn’t hear me. He was still trapped in his internal torment. My sisters crawled out from under the twins, the three of us helplessly watching as their bodies stayed twisted in that bent position. And the animals, the forest creatures… all of them stampeding, just as desperate for an escape as we were.”

      I clamped my lips together. It had been Will’s screams that pierced the shock shrouding me that day, pressed close to Mother’s chest as her pale lips moved frantically, whispering—no chanting—as though in prayer. My brows knitted together as I tugged at the memory. She had been chanting, her blue eyes bright that day—as though lit with a subtle glow.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said in a soft whisper. “I know it won’t help, but I’m sorry all the same.”

      I nodded, wiping the back of my hand across my damp cheeks. The silence stretched as we worked through the awakening trees. He was right. Sorry would never make it feel better. Nothing would. But if I could join the base, to train, maybe I’d be able to channel this swirling darkness of pain and rage into something useful.
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      Purpose. The word sounded sweet in my mind. What would it feel like to have a direction in this life? To know I was making a difference, as small as it might be.

      “I realized later than I would have liked that not everything about the seven kingdoms is as it seems.” Alarik’s voice cut through my thoughts, a hard-edge creeping through his words. “After nearly two centuries of peace, why would the fae attack?”

      “Why do all wars start? Hatred, fear, greed, superiority complexes, the list could go on forever.”

      A cynical snort escaped him. “Have you been able to learn the history of our world for yourself, or, at the very least, been exposed to books?”

      My brows furrowed as I contemplated his question. We had a few books growing up, and there had been a time before the storm when we’d had a formal education, but nearly everything after had been books of preference—not history. Those stories had been passed down through word of mouth, most involving a life lesson imparted in the end.

      “I don’t have books referencing those topics, but everyone knows how it was centuries ago. The northern kingdoms prided themselves on their domination over the human race. The Fire Kingdom prized physical strength. Thinking that humans would weaken them, they banned fae-human relations. The Air Kingdom was similar in not wanting to dilute their blood for fear that it would cause the loss of their wings. But the dark fae, they had no trouble using us for whatever they wished.”

      Bile brushed the back of my throat as I recalled the stories whispered in town. Mother refused to discuss such things, calling it gossip, but we all knew the tales. “Out of all fae, they used us for breeding, finding that humans were the perfect conduit for blending of the bloodlines—and not just with high fae, but with other powerful, dark creatures. They created ruthless monsters, adding to their armies through our suffering.”

      His lips pressed into a thin line. “Despite what you may have heard, why would the dark fae create the storm when fae and humans were at peace?”

      I fixed him with an incredulous stare. “You think someone constructed the storm? And then wielded it like a type of magical weapon?”

      He winced. “I know I sound like one of those conspiracy theorists.”

      “Yep.” My eyes widened as I realized this wasn’t a joke.

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense. I believe it was a constructed attack, maybe even a spell, aimed at the human population. It was the first of many strikes over the last seven years.” He glanced at me, checking to see if I was buying any of this. I wasn’t.

      Catching my skeptical glare, he sighed. “Okay, let’s break it down from a military standpoint. It's common knowledge that the storm hit humans the hardest. If it was a natural storm, one born from Pax herself, it wouldn’t leech life from its creations. Humans are more vulnerable than fae, but every storm, magical or otherwise, has claimed equal lives of human and fae. Everything in Pax is connected. There’s always a balance.”

      My brows knitted together as my mind rushed through each historical storm or natural occurrence I could remember. I’d spent my entire life in the Borderlands. Seasons were mostly steady but even I had heard of the great monsoons of the south, and tales of trembling mountains to the north, quaking with a force great enough to split the earth, each one affecting both human and fae.

      “Think about it, El. Pax heals herself. She is unruly and fierce, but forgiving. We are bound to the earth, just as she is bound to us.”

      A faint memory stirred in the recesses of my mind. Mother’s voice drifted to the surface, like fitting pieces of a puzzle together that I hadn’t realized I was constructing. “Humans are the balance to the primal, innate nature of the fae.”

      He frowned. “I don’t see what that has to do—”

      “Say that I agree with the storm being unnatural, or even an attack,” I rushed forward, following the breadcrumbs of my mind.

      “Okay—”

      “Maybe the dark fae regret blending our lines. Maybe—maybe they are trying to return to a time when fae ruled and humans were little more than a thought. By killing off humans or fae with human blood, it would force Pax to swing toward its more primitive state—closer to what this world was before it was Pax.”

      Alarik ran a hand through his hair. “Maybe.”

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “I don’t know. It seems a little far-fetched.”

      “It’s as reasonable as any other explanation,” I snapped.

      “It doesn’t make sense. The human population has been growing steadily over the last century or two, not only in the Borderlands, but in the outlying areas where fae and human cohabitate—where the lines have blended. I know most still find fae-human relations to be taboo, but I’ve traveled across Pax. It’s more common than people realize.”

      He paused, waiting for me to catch up. “The villages on the outskirts throughout the kingdoms—where most of the attacks have been?”

      With his nodding confirmation, another piece clicked into place. My lips set into a grim line. “But that would mean places like the Dark Kingdom, places where human and fae relations are accepted...”

      He nodded, finishing out the thought. “It would mean the Dark Kingdom has the most to lose out of any of the seven kingdoms. It will hit them the hardest, after us. I’ve been trying to gather more information on the losses in each kingdom, but it's proving more difficult than I thought. We may need to have you return to the market to see if the dark fae—”

      Thwang.

      Alarik’s arms wrapped around my middle, slinging me against a thick trunk wide enough to conceal our bodies.

      “What was that?” I breathed into his chest.

      Alarik’s body was a wall of muscle shielding me from the world, his dagger somehow already in hand. He passed the small blade to me, unlatching a second, more deadly looking blade from a strap along his forearm. Unclasping our packs, he lowered each to the ground with skilled slowness. As he rose, he held a large stone in his hand.

      Sharp green eyes scanned the surrounding forest, but his voice remained little more than a whisper. “That was an arrow. Judging by how wide it was shot, these aren’t skilled fighters. But novices can be deadly, as well.”

      My heart thundered against my chest. “We need to get home. My family—”

      His free hand clasped over my mouth, the rough skin scraping the softness of my lips. He nodded toward the right, but his body blocked my line of sight. I strained, listening for anything that could be of use.

      The snapping of twigs sounded against cold earth, echoed by a second set further back. My eyes widened as a third heavy gait crunched behind us, only a few paces off.

      Only three. It could be worse. I sent a silent prayer to the gods that Alarik was right, that these were novices—and human. Because if they were fae, we were already dead.

      Alarik’s eyes lowered to mine as his head dipped. His thumb brushed the curve of my cheek as he tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear, causing my already erratic breaths to catch. “Stay here.”

      He threw the stone behind us before I could answer. The crackling of the branches drew the closest assailant forward into the thicket parallel to us, chasing the sound.

      Alarik lashed out, quick as a viper, sinking the blade deep in the man’s gut before driving it up.  The enemy's mouth fell, gaping at the hilt protruding from his chest. The sickly grey sheen of his skin was growing paler by the second, as death waited to claim his next victim.

      Alarik ripped his hand back, yanking the weapon free. The body lurched, the wound forcing a gurgling cough that caused thick, tarry liquid to ooze from his mouth as cold, black eyes met mine a moment before he collapsed.

      Rotten blood coated Alarik’s wrist, dribbling down the dagger to mar the earth beneath. Alarik’s jaw ticked as he noted the black residue. He knelt, releasing an additional blade from along his calf. It was dazzling, the hilt intricately crafted, the curved blade pulsing with a faint purple hue.

      “If we are going to make it out of this alive, I need no distractions. That means you stay right where you are.” His eyes bored into mine. “Understood?”

      I shook my head. “No—”

      “You will only be a liability.”

      “I can fight—”

      “Elara, please.”

      The thumping of footsteps hurtled toward us, growing closer by the second. He was wasting time arguing with me.

      Swallowed the thickness coating my throat, as I yielded. “All right.”

      Relief flooded his face a moment before branches snapped behind him. He spun, meeting the attackers head on. They had the same grey decaying skin and cold black eyes as the other, but my attention snagged on the sharp tips poking through matted hair. We were fighting fae—well, we weren’t doing anything. I was stuck on the sidelines like some inept fool while Alarik tested their strength.

      My heart thrummed, pumping furiously as adrenaline filled my veins, awakening my body further with each thunderous beat. My breaths were deeper, vision sharper. I fought against the growing need to step forward. To fight. To kill.

      Snarls shook the air around us as the fae descended. Alarik leapt away from one, narrowly avoiding the jagged, pointed teeth that sought to remove a chunk of flesh. His arm rose, deflecting a thrust from the first, as he slammed his foot into the chest of the smaller one.

      The clash of metal screeched through the clearing as the first spun his sword free. He pressed his advantage, bringing his blade down in a swift, forceful arch. Alarik’s blade lifted, meeting the sword with a deafening clang. His arm shook, but held long enough for the purple blade to slice forward, imbedding deep in the fae’s ribs.

      I forced out another breath, trying to quell the growing restlessness inside of me. The urge to move—to end them—it was nearly unbearable. Maybe Alarik didn’t need me, but I needed this.

      The smaller one had recovered from the kick. He stalked toward Alarik with curled lips, the expression revealing a sharp row of yellowed, pointed teeth. Alarik struggled to rip the blade free from the fallen fae, tugging against the hilt, as black blood oozed from the wound, soaking his tattered tunic. He hadn’t seen the smaller one creeping toward him.

      A buzzing grew in my chest, the vibrations demanding I step forward. It didn’t matter what I had promised—not if the cost of keeping that promise meant Alarik died.

      I leapt around the tree, intending to intercept the stalking fae, when dark laughter rattled through the air. It froze me in place, my dagger raised, as it reverberated off the trees, through the very earth itself, sending tendrils of unease coiling in my stomach.

      My head snapped to the fae before me, looking for the source of the sound, but another voice echoed the manic cadence—the one lying beneath Alarik. He was impaled on the violet dagger, but his face contorted with a warped smile. Frenzied laughter spilled from them both, synchronizing into a harmonious blend of voices.

      The skin along my spine pricked with the terrible melody, their eerie cackles chilling my bones. The one nearest to me turned to Alarik, his lips twisting further into a crazed smirk as he saw the blade still wedged between the bones of the other’s ribs. Black sludge bubbled from the fae’s grinning mouth as Alarik jerked and shook the hilt, desperately trying to work it free. It didn't budge.

      A toothy grin split across their faces in tandem, one mirroring the other. “You will die, young general.” They laughed, a myriad of voices ricocheting off the leaves and branches, echoing in the chambers of my tumultuous mind. “We know who you are—the leader of the last stronghold of humanity. You will fail.”

      Perhaps it was the confirmation of impending war, or the color draining from Alarik’s face, but what little fear I had fizzled away, leaving only a scorching, unrelenting thirst to destroy.

      Gripping the hilt of my dagger, I dashed forward. I knew I was outmatched, that my hunger for bloodshed may get me killed, but I wouldn’t leave him. I couldn’t. If my choice to fight was the last decision I made in this life, then so be it.

      “No, Elara. Stay back. Go—run!” Alarik’s piercing green eyes found mine, begging for me to heed his plea.

      That look cost him.

      The maddening laughter of the fae ceased as the one before me darted toward him. Alarik spun, abandoning the purple blade to meet his attacker. But the impaled fae’s claws lashed out, sinking deep into the flesh of Alarik’s forearm, holding him in place.

      A strangled cry tore from his chest as the fae yanked him back. Alarik slashed wildly with his other blade, the sharp edge cutting through the impaled fae’s throat. A gurgle of coagulated black sludge bubbled across the gash before his body went still with a final rattle.

      Alarik had slain two, but lost sight of the smaller one. He hadn’t realized the blade had already started its descent, angling for the exposed flesh of his neck. I wouldn’t make it in time. I wouldn't be able to save him.

      “Alarik!” His name burst from my heaving lungs, my legs pumping faster.

      He thrust his blade up, eyes widening as the much larger sword clashed against his dagger. Alarik’s arm shook, body trembling, but he halted the sinking weapon.

      The tightening in my chest lessened, just a breath, as I closed the final distance between us. The fae’s attention was locked on Alarik. Perfect. Without a second thought, I launched forward, my movements pulling Alarik’s gaze to mine.

      The fae tensed, reading Alarik’s tell. He whipped around, but he was too slow. His black eyes widened a moment before my knife plunged into the vulnerable flesh just beneath his ear. The skin surrendered to the slice of the dagger, giving way to the pool of fluids beneath, as I ripped the steel across his neck with a quick jerk. Bone scraped against the weapon, vibrating through the hilt as I yanked it free. Black fluid burst from the deep gash in a spray of vile warmth.

      Forcing a few shuddering breaths through my lungs, I nearly gagged on the putrid stench as the body crumpled to the ground in a lifeless heap. I stared at the fallen—at the first life I had claimed. With one swipe of a blade, I had rendered this being useless—nothing more than a clump of decaying tissue.

      I waited for the guilt to wash over me, the shock, the devastation—something—but I felt only an overwhelming sense of relief. Perhaps that made me a monster, but I’d rather be the monster than the prey.

      That was the truth of it—my darkest secret. There was a time when I would have cried, when I would have mourned that last untarnished piece of myself being forfeited. But that girl was gone—buried with her parents and brothers. This girl—the one who’d helped dig the graves for her elder brothers, the one who’d then dragged the bloodied bodies of her mother and father into another—this girl was something else entirely.

      I let the silence of the still forest surround me, focusing on nothing but my ragged breaths, drifting back toward normalcy. I had seen their eyes, endless shadows, devoid of feeling. There was no love, no empathy, in these creatures.

      Alarik gasped, snapping my attention back to the present. “Alarik, are you okay?”

      He remained kneeling over the fae, ignoring my question, as a dark pool of rotten blood seeped out around them. Alarik worked to pry the last of the serrated tipped claws from his forearm. A stream of curses fell from his lips as he ripped a piece of fabric from his shirt.

      “Here, let me help—” He jerked away, green eyes burning.

      “I told you to run.”

      “I heard you.”

      “They could have killed you,” he snarled.

      I raised my chin. “They could have killed you, too.”

      “El.”

      “Alarik. You can yell at me later, but you’re bleeding everywhere, and we need to get your arm dressed.” I extended my hand for the strip of cotton.

      He held my gaze a moment longer before handing it over with a huff. “This discussion isn’t over.”

      Biting my tongue against the retort, I took his outstretched arm. Holding it up, I could see eight puncture wounds, four on each side of his forearm, all with bits of debris along the edges. “I’d normally insist on proper bandages and washing this out, but…”

      “It would delay us, and we need to move as quickly as possible.”

      I gave a tight answering nod, brushing off as much as I could of the debris before finishing the knot. “What were they?”

      He stepped past me, toward the base of the trees to reclaim the packs. “Fae, I think. Or something like fae.” His voice was clipped, but at least he was speaking to me.

      Questions danced on the tip of my tongue as I joined him in securing our packs, but now was not the time to ask.

      “Are you able to handle a swift pace?” His voice softened. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of if you need a moment to process everything.”

      “No, I’m okay. No injuries, just worried about my family. We’re too close. What if—”

      “There’s no point in worrying about things that haven’t happened,” he cut in, halting my troubled thoughts before they could spiral.

      I swallowed, forcing morbid images away. “Ready?”

      Without so much as a look back, we sprinted into the trees as fast as our legs could carry us. I whispered a prayer to the wind that my family was unharmed, that these vile creatures hadn’t discovered them.
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      We ran for what felt like hours, thrashing past branches and through thickets, until familiar broad-based trunks of thick pines came into view. The light grew brighter as we neared the edge of the forest. Home was there, just beyond the tree line.

      They were safe—they had to be. My legs burned as I pushed my body further, pulling ahead of Alarik, with a visceral urgency.

      Bursting through the trees, I slowed as I entered the clearing surrounding our house. Nickering sounded off to my side and I jolted to a stop at the sight of a golden-brown stallion. My heart warmed as he whinnied, his saddle already removed and his coat brushed.

      The soft tip of his nose nudged my hand. Colt was here. That meant only one thing: Evander had returned.

      I closed the remaining yards to the house, leaving Alarik to catch up. My palms slapped the front door as I barreled through, concern still clawing in the recesses of my mind. But if Evander was here, he’d protect them, just as he always had.

      “Gods, El. You scared the life out of us.” Greer’s shoulders drooped as she released a breath. Lannie peeked her head out around her, the two of them in the kitchen, preparing what looked like a hearty late morning breakfast. Will was perched on the counter, his eyes wide at the jolt of my return.

      “What is it, El? What happened?” Evander’s strong, but firm tone drew my attention toward the dining table.

      He was here.

      Bright copper hair cascaded down past his shoulders, longer than the last time I saw him, and he desperately needed a shave, but he was here. Auburn eyes caught mine, flashing with concern.

      I opened my mouth to explain, but before the words formed, Evander’s gaze shot over my head to the open-door frame behind me. He spun me away, shielding my body with his own a moment before Alarik burst into view.

      Alarik’s chest heaved as his hands came to rest against his waist. “Gods you’re fast, El. It’s like you’ve—” His eyes locked on the man before me. “Evander?”

      Evander straightened, his defensive position forgotten. “General Holt?”

      Alarik blinked, staring at Evander a moment more, before his face split into a wide, boyish smile. “Gods, what are you doing here? I thought we planned on meeting tomorrow.”

      General Holt? Meeting? My gaze bounced between the two of them. “Wait,” I interrupted as realization dawned. I turned toward Alarik. “Evander was the ‘business’ you had to attend to before traveling to the base?”

      Alarik nodded, his breathing slowly returning to normal. My brow quirked. “And just how do you two know each other?”

      I could have sworn Evander’s cheeks flushed, but Alarik waved off my question. “We’ve been working together for years. We can discuss the details later.”

      My mouth opened, a protest ready on my lips, but Evander was quicker.

      “Yes,” Evander answered, studying Alarik’s bloodied clothing before shifting his attention to me. “It would appear there are more pressing matters to discuss. Please, General Holt. What’s going on?”

      “Gods, Evander, for the love of all that’s good in this world, just call me Alarik.” Evander muttered something about old habits before Alarik waved him off and continued, “But you’re right, there are more pressing matters at the moment. We need to move.”

      Greer approached us with Will in tow. “What do you mean ‘move’? Move where?”

      Alarik turned toward her, meeting each of my siblings’ worried frowns with a grim look. “Three fae attacked us a short distance from the house. The threat is taken care of, but I have no way of knowing if there are other potential dangers lurking nearby. Everyone needs to gather their things and prepare to move to the base. Take only what you can’t afford to leave behind. A few pairs of clothes, maybe some food for the journey. Nothing more. We need to move swiftly. I’ll give you fifteen minutes to pack, but that is all. We have a lot of ground to cover before nightfall.”

      Stunned silence met his declaration, the four of them staring with gaping mouths. Will’s confused plea broke the spell. “But why would anyone want to kill us? We’re just making breakfast.”

      Worry vibrated through each syllable as Will spoke, the sound snapping Greer out of her daze. She knelt next to him, taking his hands in hers. “Oh sweetie, nobody is trying to kill us. What General Holt means is that there are some bad creatures in the forest right now. He has already made sure that the ones they met won’t hurt us, but a second group could be close.”

      “Greer is right, but let’s think of this as an adventure. You get to see the base up close.” I bumped my shoulder into Alarik’s. “General Holt would love to show you around when we arrive.”

      Will’s eyes lit up, the possible threat already forgotten. Content with Alarik’s promise to give him a personal tour, Will’s small form sprinted up the stairs and to his room to gather his things. Greer shot me a concerned look before following.

      Lannie remained staring off into the distance.

      “Lannie?” I took a few steps toward her, my hand outstretched. “It’s going to be okay. But we need to leave as soon as we can. Do you need help packing?”

      She blinked, dark eyes focusing on the black stains splattered across my coat before shifting to Alarik. Her gaze lingered on the dark layer of filth coating his hands and then the dirty strip of cloth across his forearm dotted with bright red blood.

      “You’ll need to clean that,” she whispered, not taking her eyes off the crude bandage.

      “I will once we get to the base.”

      She shook her head, gaze drifting up to meet his. “Before we leave. An infection has most likely already started.” Her voice was unusually firm as she studied the black sludge covering his hand. It had started to flake across the creases of his skin. Her swallow was nearly audible, but I didn’t think it was the gore. She’d tended to far worse injuries.

      “Lannie,” I said, closing the distance between us. She flinched away.

      “I’m sorry. This is a lot to process. We were going to have a proper breakfast today. Evander only just arrived an hour ago with all these supplies… But of course, we must leave.”

      She shook her head as if to clear it, and then untied her apron, placing it on the flour-coated counter, before starting down the hall. She paused half-way, turning to capture Alarik’s gaze. “I meant that, General. You will clean your wound before we leave. You are no use to us dead.”

      My eyes widened at her candor.

      “El, can you get the healing kit for him? I need to bring it anyway.”

      “I’ll get it. Thanks, Lannie.”

      She headed upstairs, leaving the three of us to discuss the situation. I walked near the door to find Alarik and Evander already in conversation.

      “Their clothing was black, but I saw no insignia and no distinguishing features that would point to a specific kingdom.” Alarik’s brow furrowed. “Their movements were slow for fae, clumsy even. Are you aware of any threat in this area?”

      Evander snapped to attention, arms at his side as if giving a report. “No, sir. I’ve heard mention of forces moving from the north, with other attacks coming from the west. Most of the newest targets were…” He paused, glancing in my direction before waiting for permission to continue.

      Alarik realized and waved a large hand. “Permission granted to continue. She just completed her first recon mission and will join us on a few in the future. This will save me a briefing later.”

      Evander’s auburn eyes widened with that information, but he continued. “The most recent attacks have occurred to the west of the Borderlands, dotting through the Wild Kingdom and advancing toward the southern Dark Kingdom. There are at least three reported villages. All were known for their acceptance of humans.” Evander paused once more, debating with himself to continue.

      Alarik sighed. “Out with it.”

      “There were rumors that these attacks could be the enactment of The Phoenix’s vengeance, as mentioned in the great prophecy. Some claim the rogue group of dark fae responsible have joined forces with The Dark Phoenix itself.”

      The Dark Phoenix? Vengeance? There was a deep pull in the recesses of my mind, like the whisper of a memory straining to break free. The recollection of a long-forgotten melody hummed, incomplete and unable to rise to the surface.

      Alarik’s pacing stopped, his look silencing Evander in a flash. “Elara, you need to pack.” He issued the command, keeping his eyes trained on Evander.

      “What? No. I’ll pack after this conversation.”

      “That is the second time today you have not heeded a direct order.” He spoke the words low, but venom dripped from each syllable.

      My spine straightened. “A direct order? Let's get one thing straight, General. You came to me for help, and we settled upon an agreement—”

      “And that agreement,” he cut in, eyes narrowed, “means you work for me. As such, I expect you to heed commands. You are not qualified to hear this information.”

      Keenly aware of how quickly I could have a dagger secured in my palm, I took in a steadying breath. I knew right where I’d position the blade if he didn't get that presumptuous attitude of his under control.

      “You may get to dictate what missions I go on, what training I’m allowed to complete, and even what intelligence I receive while at the base, but we are in my home right now. I am not speaking to you and I am not asking for your permission.”

      Not waiting for a reply, I turned toward Evander. “I know it’s not official, but you’re my big brother. You were there for us in the beginning when nobody else was. I’ve trained with you for years. You know me. I can handle this.”

      He shifted on the balls of his feet, eyes bouncing to Alarik, before settling back on me. “There’s a prophec—"

      “You have nine minutes left, Elara. We set out with whatever supplies you have gathered. I won’t wait a moment longer.” The harsh grit to Alarik’s words was final.

      My fists clenched as rage bubbled within me, but the pained look on Evander’s face had me swallowing it down. It wasn’t fair for Evander to be put in this position. I’d figure out a way to get the information later. Pausing only long enough to set the healing kit on the counter as I promised Lannie, I bit my tongue and ascended the stairs. Let him figure out how to clean and dress the wound, and if he didn’t, then maybe he deserved the infection that was coming for him.
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      After changing, I snagged the small roll of weapons beneath my bed and spent most of the remaining seven minutes attaching various blades to my body. What happened in the forest was an anomaly for this area of Pax, but I wouldn’t get caught unprepared again.

      I shoved a few worn pairs of clothing into my bag before rifling through the twin’s closet for a clean coat. The others were already in the front yard by the time I descended. One good thing about not having a lot of money was most of our belongings fit in the packs across our backs.

      Alarik was front and center, but I couldn’t find Evander and Colt.

      “Everyone ready?” Alarik asked. “There’s no telling how long you will need to stay at the base. A full sweep of the area will be completed before you return home.” Greer and Lannie shared a worried glance, but Will buzzed with excitement.

      “Will Evander be joining us?” I asked in a short tone.

      “He’s ridden ahead to send a team in our direction. I want the extra force with us if we don’t make it to the base by nightfall.” His eyes were steel, daring me to question his decision, but I nodded my agreement. It would be nice to have the extra protection of Evander, but we were outmatched if we encountered any more fae. Alarik had made the correct decision to send him for reinforcements.

      “Will, want to lead the way with me?” Alarik’s voice softened as he motioned for Will to join him at the head of the pack.

      My brother’s face lit up as he darted forward, eager to please his idol. At least Will wasn’t worried. That innocence wouldn’t last much longer, but a small warmth filled my chest as I watched him skip to Alarik’s side.

      I spared one last look at my childhood home as Lannie and Greer started after them. A slew of memories swirled through me: Nights spent with Papa singing as Mother held small Will. The twins would clap, keeping the beat, as Greer, Lannie, and I danced to the chanted songs. But then the others surfaced—the ones filled with blood and pain, and the bitter taste of loss. They were all here, tangled together in a cruel web, the good soiled by the inexplicable horrors of the bad.

      “Goodbye,” I whispered, parting with the ghosts of the past. I wasn’t sure why, but it felt like we wouldn’t be returning, at least not for a long time. I exhaled a deep breath, starting toward the forest and the future awaiting.
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      We walked in silence for the first few miles. The sun had passed midday, starting its descent into the west. Bright rays pierced the surrounding shadows, easing the tension of the group as light illuminated the forest around us in a warm, golden glow.

      Will and Alarik remained a few paces ahead, but pieces of the conversation drifted toward us on the gentle breeze. Will was his typical self, a vast pool of endless questions and stories. Currently, he was telling Alarik about his plans to become a great warrior and then travel through the seven kingdoms, defeating evil as he went.

      “The trees are finally putting out buds. A few plants as well.” Lannie’s voice chimed from my left, drawing my attention. “Not much, but a few of the seasonal trees should have leaves again in a week or two. I wonder if we’ll have a good batch of lavender this year. Isn’t that your favorite, El?”

      “Yeah. It was Mother’s favorite, too. I used to love to sneak in and use her lotion. Do you remember?”

      Greer snorted. “You would always deny it, too, but all it took was one sniff. You were the only one who smelled of lavender.”

      “I guess I wasn’t the most skilled liar back then.” The three of us giggled. “I think Lannie is right, though. It looks like spring will be here soon.”

      “That’s good to hear. It will be nice cooking with fresh herbs, again. I was thinking about making a vegetable loaf with seasoned bread. Maybe rosemary? It would be even better if we’re able to spare a bit of butter this spring. I was also considering trying something new with chicken. I know we normally go savory, but what about adding a little citrus?” Greer licked her lips thinking of all the meals she would make if we were able to afford the supplies.

      “Like a bit of lemon?” Lannie asked. The two of them fell into conversation about cooking recipes, which inevitably lead to possible healing concoctions.

      A twang of jealousy shot through me as I listened in. Their relationship was effortless, forged from their mutual pull toward plants and herbs. They aided each other often. The two of them had created dozens of impressive medical tonics, lotions, salves, and teas. It was their dream to open a small shop one day, and if we ever had the funds, I had no doubt they’d be successful.

      While I connected with each of my sisters on various things, I couldn’t help but feel like my mind was wired differently. While they enjoyed reading through Mother’s journals on healing, I would beg Evander to sneak me another book involving military strategy. I even asked Greer to look over some of them with me, once. While she enjoyed the depictions of shirtless men showcasing various exercises, the actual content hadn’t interested her.

      To each their own, I guessed. I blinked, looking around to find that while I had been lost in my train of thought, my sisters and Will had fallen back—leaving me dangerously close to Alarik.

      His chest was pushed out, fists clenched, as he purposely avoided my gaze. I contemplated ignoring him right back, but we need to get past this. He needed to realize that I wasn’t going to compromise on certain things. I would respect him as a superior when it applied to matters of the base, but he couldn’t expect me to turn a blind eye to things that could affect the safety of my family.

      I had no doubt he would understand that, but now was not the time to have that fight. Not with my family steps away and Evander’s wellbeing tied to my decisions. Instead, I attempted to lighten the mood.

      “I see you made it through Will’s endless questioning unscathed.”

      Alarik scoffed, the movement loosening him up, just as I had intended. “That’s what you think. Some wounds can’t be detected physically.”

      I snorted. “I know Will can be a lot, but I find his innocent optimism to be fascinating. You just wait, when he feels really comfortable, he’ll start to tell you about his dreams. They are so detailed, most of them complete stories. His imagination is unprecedented.”

      “You mean this was him being shy?”

      “Yep. Only the best people get to hear his dreams.”

      A gentle smile played across his lips. “I look forward to it, then.” My stomach flipped with the sincerity of his words.

      Alarik took a deep breath, glancing behind us to make sure the others weren’t listening. He released a long sigh. “We need to talk about what happened.”

      “Okay. Let’s start with your purple blade. What is it?”

      “My dagger? It's embedded with shadow crystal. That’s what creates the purple hue. It is known for killing wraiths, particularly the wraiths of the Shadowlands to the north. I thought it would kill the fae we fought.” He shrugged. “I was wrong.”

      “The Shadowlands?”

      “Yeah, between the Fire and the Dark Kingdoms at their most northern points. But I have questions of my own, El. How did you take out that fae?” He kept a casual pace, but his voice had a restrained edge.

      “What do you mean?” My finger twitched toward the hilt of my dagger, pressing through the layers of my oversized coat until I felt its solid outline. Flashes of thick, black blood flooding from gaping, pale skin shuddered through me. Willing the fluttering of my heart to calm, I forced my voice to stay even. “I sliced his throat, the same way you did for the other one.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.” His harsh tone cut through me. “Where did you learn that technique? How did you develop the skill to approach that fae without him knowing you were there until your blade was buried hilt deep in his neck?”

      I shrugged, sorting through the questions, but Alarik’s raw suspicion had the words clustered in my throat.

      “And how did you undo the knots on the tent? You had the flap opened in, what? Three minutes? That would have taken me at least five, and I’m the one who placed the knots.”

      “I told you, I’ve trained.”

      He rolled his eyes, clearly thinking I was keeping secrets. I was surprised to find how much that small motion stung.

      “It’s true. I’ve told you. I’ve been interested in combat ever since I can remember. Even as a little girl, I’d spend as much time with my father and brothers as possible, practicing things like knots and some basic defense moves. But it wasn’t until Evander brought me military books to study that I started to understand the fine intricacies of war.”

      I glanced back at my sisters, currently captivated by another of Will’s fanciful stories. My ears pricked as a few lines listed my way. It sounded like the tale about the dragon king who faced an evil darkness and rescued a fair maiden.

      Shifting my gaze back to Alarik, I saw that he was not-so-patiently waiting for me to explain. But there was no story to tell. “It was because of Evander that I learned how to work a bow and dagger and the reason I have some training with a sword. He taught me how to hunt properly. He’s the only reason my family and I are alive.”

      It wasn’t much, but Alarik must have been satisfied with my answer, because when he next spoke, his voice was soft. “I’m glad he found you. And I’m glad he didn’t leave after...”

      After Jem died. After the last tie to my family was gone.

      We walked a few minutes in silence as I gathered the strength to recount the wounds of the past, still raw despite the passage of time. But I wanted to be rid of them, to purge the phantoms of the past from my mind.

      In little more than a whisper, I said, “Evander didn’t make it in time. Jem had already died. The two of them were to be married that winter.”

      Alarik’s eyes cut to mine, but I stared ahead. The memory of their engagement stirred a mixture of emotions. Tears stung the corners of my eyes as I recalled how happy Jem had been.

      “Neither of them particularly liked the winter, but Evander insisted fall colors would clash with his hair and Jem didn’t want to wait until spring, so winter it was. But then the storm hit. And everything changed.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “It’s not your fault. For the past seven years, I didn’t think it was anyone’s fault… but now, I’m not so sure.”

      “It’s a lot to take in. We’ll have plenty of time to go over things.”

      “I guess.” I dared to meet his eyes. “I gather you know he’s in the Legion of the Light, serving the Light Kingdom?”

      Alarik nodded. “He started working for me shortly after. He’s been invaluable at understanding the ways of the light fae, but he’s gone often. I can imagine that must have been tough for you and your family.”

      My eyes stung as tears built. “I was young then, and trying to process the notion of death, but I remember Evander storming through the house, screaming for Jem. My mother was in the twins’ room, doing her best to save her other son. Greer and Lannie had Will tucked away upstairs, and Papa—he was digging the grave for my brothers already, despite his own declining health.”

      My chest shuttered as I forced my lungs to draw in air. Not bothering to wipe away the tears dripping along my cheeks, I let the memory surge forth. “Evander flew up the stairs. I tried to stop him, but he wouldn’t, not until Jem was in his arms. I thought Mother’s screams were bad. I hadn’t realized she must have been holding back—not until I heard Evander. His agony, his grief—It was the sound of a soul shattering.

      “He wouldn’t leave Jem, despite seeing it was too late. He wouldn’t accept it. Papa had to force him away from the body. Evander was shouting, cursing the fae of this world for letting this happen to Jem.”

      I blinked, looking up, seeing my pain reflected in pools of green. But my sorrow shifted to probing curiosity as I replayed his rantings in my mind. “He said he blamed the fae of this world for taking Jem. The fae, not the storm. Almost as if—

      “Gods,” I breathed. Could it be? Did Evander know something more about the storm? My eyes snapped to Alarik’s waiting gaze. “Did Evander tell you anything about the storm?”

      His shoulders tightened, but he kept his mouth closed. My nostrils flared as I dragged him by the arm further away from my siblings.

      “If you know something about the storm being linked with a fae attack and somehow triggering the subsequent attacks, you need to tell me.”

      He shot a quick look over his shoulder before pinning his gaze on the path ahead, chin raised. “I already told you about my suspicions on the matter. It seems unlikely the storm was naturally born of Pax.”

      The reality of the situation thundered through me. Could it be real? Gods. Maybe the storm really wasn’t of this world. Maybe it had been an attack.

      We fell into silence. “You really think the storm was an attack?” The tick of his jaw answered for him. “What type or attack could affect all of Pax?”

      He looked at me with equal measures of despair and determination. “I’ve spent the last seven years trying to answer that question.”

      Our pace slowed over the next few minutes, allowing my siblings to catch up. Lannie took my hand as Greer linked her arm with mine. Whenever my world felt like it was spiraling out of control, they would ground me, as I did for them. We didn’t have to speak. There was simply an underlying energy between us, an unseen link, allowing our essences to flow together. I supposed it was that way with all sisters.

      My understanding of this world was shifting. I needed to adapt, quickly. If any of these theories were true, the twisted fae in the forest were just the start. Even my sisters’ ever steady presence couldn’t ease the spool of dread coiling in my belly.
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      The sun sank low on the horizon, illuminating our path in a wash of gold. We’d been walking at a brisk pace for hours without a break, and I could feel Will growing weary.

      Will’s stomach gave an audible grumble as he looked toward me with hopeful eyes. “Can we stop to eat?”

      “I wish we could,” Alarik answered over his shoulder. “But the sun is already setting, and we have a lot of ground to cover.”

      Will’s eyes shot to me, disbelieving that after skipping lunch and being robbed of his pastries this morning, he would also have to forgo dinner.

      Inhaling sharply, I recalled the loaf of bread and pastries Sophie supplied from the market. Was that only yesterday?

      “I might have something that can help.” Pulling my pack around as we continued walking, I pulled free a crumpled paper bag. My siblings’ attention was fixated on the crinkling package. Even Alarik quirked a brow in my direction.

      “I nearly forgot. Sophie was at the market.” Greer let out an excited squeal. She knew I picked up pastries and bread for the family each time I visited her. The treats were squished by my haphazard packing, but they smelled delicious and would still taste just as good.

      My own stomach growled as we partitioned out the food. Greer’s croissant had suffered the most damage, having been beneath my roll of weapons. The top layer was nothing more than flakes, but it didn’t deter her from taking a large bite. She hummed around a mouthful, claiming the buttery taste was as mouthwatering as ever.

      Lannie’s heart shaped palmiers were next, only sporting a few cracks. She took them with a hungry smile.

      “Where’s mine, Ellie? You didn’t forget about me, did you?” Will bounced around me, eager to consume the chocolate éclair I always brought home for him.

      “I could never forget you. It’s here somewhere.” Praying to the gods that Will’s éclair would be salvageable, I reached toward the bottom of the bag and discovered a relatively preserved pastry. Having been buffered by the others, only a small corner of the treat was dented. “Here you go. Try to eat it from the wrapper so you don’t get your hands too dirty.”

      Before I could finish, Will snatched the chocolate pastry away, issuing his thanks from an already full mouth. His happiness was a simple thing: enjoyment of a tasty treat, but it somehow possessed the power to lighten the morbid day despite the growing darkness and dangers around us, if only for a moment.

      I glanced past him, spotting Alarik lurking conspicuously at the front of the pack. Ripping off a section from the smashed loaf of bread, I extended it to him. Alarik muttered a thanks, biting off a large chunk, as his attention returned to the surrounding forest.

      At last, I pulled out a small wax-lined bag for myself. It had once held three perfectly round and crisp macarons: Pistachio, chocolate and black tea. My three favorite flavors. Each one of them was smashed to bits. I picked out the larger parts, savoring the rich fillings before turning the bag on its side and sliding the rest of the crumbs into my mouth. The merging flavors were odd blended together, but still tasty.

      “Thanks, Ellie!” Will rounded back toward me, tossing me the crumpled wrappings. I noticed all the chocolate glaze and custard had been licked clean, as evidenced by the smears of both across his cheeks. He didn’t seem to mind, though. Instead, his energy appeared to be renewed by the healthy dose of sugar.

      He gathered the three of us to him with an excited gleam in his blue eyes. “Have you heard the tale of the dark-winged bird?”

      “That’s not one we’re familiar with,” Greer answered with motherly enthusiasm. “Would you tell us about it?” She brushed back the blond curls springing across his forehead.

      “Yes!” His eyes shone as he hopped in front of us, walking backwards to better see our reactions. “The dark-winged bird was unlike any other bird. All of the other birds were white, or at least mostly white, with very light brown tufts of feathers along their inner wings.

      “The other birds feared the dark-winged bird, but he was actually very nice and desperately wanted to have friends. The mama bird told him that his dark wings were beautiful, and that the other birds would learn to see how friendly he really was once they stopped being afraid. The dark wings were a sign that the bird was blessed with great powers from the gods. She said sometimes, when there are differences, birds can become afraid because they don’t understand those differences.

      “The dark-winged bird tried to listen to the mama bird, but then she got sick. And he was left alone. The dark-winged bird didn’t want to wait for the others to decide to be his friend. He didn’t want to be alone anymore.

      “He decided to hide his darkness. He flew till he found the grove of white poppies. He rubbed the magical petals all over his wings, and the magic covered up the darkness. When he was finished, his wings were as white as all the other birds. He thought, surely, they would be his friends now. But when he tried to fly home, he couldn’t. The pollen from the poppies was too heavy. He couldn’t fly anymore.”

      Will shrugged and turned back around.

      “Wait, what happened to him?” Lannie asked. “Did he realize he didn’t need white wings? Did the other birds become his friends?”

      Will frowned. “He found a way to return to the other birds with the petals still hiding his darkness. The other birds were nice to him when they saw he had white wings like them. He was happy for a little while, and decided having friends was more important than flying, even though flying was his most favorite thing to do. But he would always get really sad when the other birds would fly off without him.”

      “That’s a terrible story,” Lannie snapped, her sleek brown hair, nearly black in the fading light, shaking with her scowl.

      “That’s how the dream went.” He tilted his head as if it wasn’t up to him. “My feet are sore. Are we there yet?”

      A snort caught in the back of my throat. How many times had I heard those words? “When we are there, you will know. But for now, we need to keep moving. Here, hold Lannie and Greer’s hands. They will give you some extra strength. I’m going to check in with Alarik.”

      I jogged a few paces up. “We have maybe another hour left before nightfall. Are we going to make it?”

      Alarik looked back, noting the fatigue in my sisters and the quickly waning energy of my brother between them. “Perhaps, but we would need to move faster. See that they keep up.” He made to turn away, but my hand snagged his arm.

      “Wait. Are you okay?” His whole demeanor had been off today. There had been a lot going on, but I was hoping the day traveling together would loosen things up. “Where’s the fun, albeit cocky prick I’ve been traveling with?”

      He huffed a laugh before letting out a long sigh. “I’m sorry. It's hard for me to balance being the general and a friend sometimes.”

      Did he really just say friend? Gods, why did it feel like I swallowed lead?

      “But we aren’t just friends traveling together anymore, El.”

      We aren’t just friends. My stomach did a little flip. Did he mean—

      “All of your lives are my responsibility, now.”

      The silence hung between us. My fluttering heart squeezed, dropping into the pit in my stomach, right beside the lump of lead I didn’t remember swallowing. But how could I think he meant anything more? Alarik clearly wasn’t interested. And neither was I. This was nothing more than an agreement.

      “I can hold my own and I expect to be trained as promised. All of this about the storm and the attacks, if it’s true, then it means half my family was murdered. I can’t sit by while the remaining humans suffer the same horrible fate.”

      His lips pressed thin. “You will be trained, as agreed, but your tasks remain restricted to recon only. Your training will reflect that.”

      My fists balled. “I get you have this duty to protect everyone, but I refuse to be another helpless person begging for shelter. I’m going to strike back, hard. If you won’t train me, I’ll find someone who will. The sooner you learn that, the easier this will go.”

      He kept his voice low and steady, but fury dripped from his words. “This is not a game, and I am not some piece on a board to be moved and pushed around. I am the general of this base—Me. Every life that crosses those gates is a responsibility I have to carry, no one else. When you agreed to work for me, you became another life that I’m duty-bound to protect. You and your family. Until that changes, I will be making the decisions. The sooner you learn that the easier this will be. Now, keep up.”

      He stalked forward, heading directly into the failing sun. The ultimatum was clear, keep up and fall in line, or get left behind.

      But I’d keep up. I’d show him how quickly I adapted, how deep my need for action, for vengeance ran. And now that I finally had a reason for the destruction of my family—now that I could direct all of my darkness and years of pent-up rage to uncovering who or what was responsible for destroying humanity—nothing and no one would stop me.
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      Time passed quickly in strained silence as the strong rays of the sun transformed into the softer shades of twilight. The gentle sounds of awaking night creatures greeted us as we passed through thickening trees.

      It would have been beautiful had we not been worried about a deranged group of fae hurtling toward us at any moment.

      My mind filtered through everything I had learned, combing across the pieces of information. My family weren’t the unfortunate casualties of some unavoidable storm. They were the victims of a brutal attack by an enemy who possessed the ability to concoct a spell so powerful that over half of the human population was wiped out within a fortnight.

      The body count only grew when I thought of the fae kingdoms surrounding us. Were the attacks in some way linked to the storm? Perhaps not crafted through identical means, but the intent remained the same. Those housing the taboo villages of both human and fae offspring had suffered from the attacks more frequently, joining the ever-growing list of destroyed human settlements daring to live outside of the Borderlands.

      Gods. And the children. The innocents like the little baby growing in Lucy’s belly. Was the difficulty to conceive and bear a child linked with the unnatural storm? Would Liam get to be a father? Or would he join the countless number of grieving parents?

      The sounds of a half a dozen galloping hooves thundering against the earth interrupted my morbid thoughts. Following Alarik’s command, we dashed for cover, diving behind boulders and tree trunks along the side of the road. He crouched ahead of us, posed to strike, but his shoulders sagged as the figures came into view. Stepping into the middle of the road, Alarik greeted the team of horses and the armor-clad men sitting atop them.

      My eyes darted to the flash of copper hair visible even in the early hours of night. Unlike the others who stopped to speak with Alarik, Evander rushed to our sides, his auburn eyes landing on Will’s drifting form.

      “Will looks like he’s about to drift off to sleep in the middle of the road.” Evander said. “Help me get him onto my saddle.”

      “Thanks, Evander. We’ve been half carrying him for a while now,” Greer answered.

      The three of us hoisted Will’s wobbly body up, until his small frame was leaning against Evander’s chest. Greer and Lannie’s shoulders slumped, their own fatigue catching up to them rapidly now that Will was cared for. They moved to the edge of the road, resting against a few of the larger boulders. I peeked over to see Alarik still immersed in conversation and seized the opportunity to speak with Evander.

      “I still need to know about that prophecy. Or, at least enough for me to understand what’s going on.”

      His russet-colored eyes locked with mine, the curtain of weariness instantly dissolving. He dared a glance to the cluster of men, before meeting my waiting glare. “I’m sorry, Ellie, But I’m not just in the Legion of the Light. I’m also under General Holt’s command. I report to him.”

      “Please, Evander. I spent my entire life trying to piece together my family after losing them—trying to accept this terrible thing that happened. But if anyone understands how little progress I’ve made with acceptance, it’s you.”

      After a quick glance around, he relented. “Recent reports allude to a prophecy of war and fathomless darkness gripping this world. I’ve only heard bits and pieces, but The Dark Phoenix has been mentioned multiple times as well as a small town called Neith.”

      “Neith?” It sounded vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place where I’d heard it before.

      Evander gave a lopsided shrug, only mildly inhibited by Will’s sleeping form. “From what I’ve discovered, it's a cozy town just inside the Dark Kingdom’s borders. There is a myth involving it, something about the rock walls and flowing river waters offering protection from harm, but it’s never been the focus of an attack.”

      “Humans?”

      He nodded. “And fae. But those who choose to live there tend not to leave. They lead meager lives and have little possessions.”

      Frowning, I couldn’t understand why a place like that would be of interest. Evander answered the unspoken question. “The town may be of no importance, or perhaps another target due to the human-fae relations, but I’ll be keeping an eye on it nonetheless.”

      “And the storm? You think it was an attack as well?”

      His shoulders pressed back. “There were rumors circulating in the Light Kingdom a few weeks before the storm hit—rumors of an attack mounting against ‘lesser beings’.”

      I started to question him, but he silenced me with a look. “It wasn’t anything official, only gossip within the inner city. I thought nothing of it. The light royals are notorious for their arrogance, but they lack the will for battle.”

      That was true. Even before humans were created, the light fae were known for their mental achievements, purposely avoiding physical conflict. Appearances were everything to them. Evander knew that better than most.

      He had been accepted into the Legion of the Light only because his grandfather had been a high-ranking light fae. It was expected that any sons would join the ranks and uphold the family’s elite status. With fae children being so rare, Evander was claimed by his father’s line, despite having a human mother.

      Once an oath was made, it was final—at least in the eyes of the light fae. It didn’t matter that Evander’s grandfather denounced him after discovering his preference for men. Evander would be bound to their army until death.

      Of course, that didn’t mean his disgrace-of-a-grandfather was above making his life miserable. He encouraged Evander’s ostracism, thinking that by publicly humiliating him, the light fae would somehow forget that Evander was his blood. Even when the slicing words had switched to pounding fists, his grandfather refused to put a stop to it—not at the sake of his reputation.

      “These rumors… you think they were founded in a grain of truth? Did the storm change your opinion so completely?” Evander had always maintained that there were terrible beings in any kingdom, fae and human alike. He still considered the light fae, overall, to be a kind group, despite his personal experiences. I was surprised to hear his views had shifted.

      “Yes,” he hissed. “The storm changed it. It changed everything.”

      I flinched at the raw anguish in his voice. “I’m sorry. Of course, it changed everything.”

      Brushing my hand over his, I tried to rub away the sting of my words. Evander had been planning on leaving the Legion when he married Jem. Mother said she knew of a way to break the vow. She could set him free as long as they were married, but that would never happen now.

      “I went back in.” The words were spoken on an exhale, low but urgent. “I’ve been trying to gather as much information as possible—” He swallowed, schooling his expression as the men started their approach. They were within hearing distance now.

      Evander dropped his voice. “He agreed to train you, correct?” When I nodded, his tone returned to a normal pitch. “Good. I’ll be sure to stop by tomorrow. Maybe we can go for a jog, like old times.”

      I nodded once more. “Thank you. Perhaps in the afternoon? I plan on sleeping through a good portion of the morning, and you know how much of a grouch I can be if I’m tired.”

      “That I do. Afternoon it is.” He jerked his chin toward the sizable, black horse spotted in white that galloped over with a large blond rider mounted atop. “This is Blazer, and the man he is allowing to ride him is Lieutenant General, Vidarr Rafe. Lieutenant General, this is Elara Tenebris.”

      A cloud shifted in the night sky, allowing the soft glow of the stars to filter through the budding branches of the forest, illuminating the man before me. He was similar to Alarik, the same strong build and square jaw, but his chest was a tad wider, and his hair a touch lighter, cascading past his shoulder blades in various braids and knots. His thick, well-trimmed beard had the beginnings of silver mixed in with the blond, matching his storm-cloud eyes. This man looked like he would rip his opponents apart and leave the pieces scattered for the crows to feast on.

      “Wait, I thought Alarik was the general?”

      Evander groaned as the Lieutenant General chuckled, answering openly before Evander did. “He is. Alarik is the general of the entire army. I’m his second in command. You may call me Vidarr. It is my understanding that you have had a very long day. If you would do me the honor, I would like to escort you to the base. Do you feel comfortable riding with me?”

      I hesitated for a moment, but the kindness in his eyes quieted my qualms. My dry lips parted into a weary smile. “Yes, thank you, Vidarr.” Placing my smaller hand in his larger, rougher one, I carefully swung my leg up and around before settling in front of him.

      A quick glance assured me that Greer and Lannie were already seated in front of their own riders.

      “Hold on,” Vidarr said. “It’s a quick ride, but we will be traveling fast.”

      I squeezed my thighs tight as we blasted forward, my mind stuck in the past. I’d hoped Evander’s words would impart a certain level of clarity, or at the very least allow me to come to terms with the loss of my family. But it had only furthered one simple truth: there would be no going back to the life I’d been living.
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      The remaining time passed in a blur. Just when I thought I’d surely succumb to the sleep that sweetly beckoned my exhausted body, our horses thundered through the iron gates of the military base and into a wide, well-lit pavilion.

      We continued past various buildings until we reached a beautiful structure in the middle of the camp. White walls stretched three stories high, with large windows, each encrusted with ornate designs framing the glass. Two iron rimmed balconies jutted out opposite each other with the promise of hanging flowers once spring was in full bloom.

      Vidarr guided us toward where Alarik was issuing orders to the rest of the men who had accompanied us. They darted off, heeding his directions without question as the horses came to a stop beside him.

      His eyes landed on Vidarr, an order rolling off his tongue, “See them to their rooms. The second floor should do. Make sure they are given adjoining rooms with en suites. They won’t want to be separated.”

      The green hues of his eyes shifted down until they held mine. My stomach did a small flip as I watched their harsh glint yield to something softer. There were dozens of unspoken words peering down at me, begging to be shared.

      “Are the meals ready yet?” Vidarr had the kindness to ask. “I could have sworn I heard the boy plead for pastries in his sleep.”

      Alarik’s lips twitched, but his voice stayed hard. “Evander had the foresight to alert the cook when the men were preparing to meet us. Dinner should be up shortly along with fresh towels in each room. The horses were instructed to be unloaded upon arrival and your belongings brought up. If there is nothing else, I have matters to attend to.”

      “Thank you, General Holt, for your hospitality.” The ‘General Holt’ title earned me the glare I was aiming for. “Vidarr, would you mind helping my little brother? It seems that Evander is having quite the time trying to rouse him.”

      Alarik’s brow raised at my informal address to his second in command, but he didn’t comment as Vidarr turned us toward Will’s slouching body and Evander’s failing grip.

      “I want the Select in the council chambers in half an hour, Vidarr,” Alarik bellowed before riding further into the camp, not waiting for a reply.

      “What happened between you two? We managed to get everyone home safe without any run-ins and he’s still in a foul mood.” Vidarr’s chest vibrated with deep laughter as he dismounted in one sleek motion. He extended his large, calloused hand to help me do the same.

      I shrugged, not sure how to explain my relationship with Alarik. It had started out as a business agreement, but it was more than that now, wasn’t it? No… I don’t think it was, at least not to him, anyway. Apparently, I was just another responsibility for him to deal with.

      Sliding off the saddle, I refused to meet his eyes. Vidarr smirked but didn’t comment as he handed over the reins to a young soldier waiting to take the horses to the stables. Within moments, he was scooping my brother away from Evander.

      Evander released a breath. “Oh, thank the gods. Will has definitely grown since the last time I saw him.”

      Greer laughed as he shook out his arms and stretched his neck. “He has. You missed his eighth birthday. He was too tired tonight but be prepared for him using that against you to get some training. His heart is still set on becoming a soldier.”

      “The lad wishes to be a soldier?” Vidarr mused.

      Greer nodded.

      He looked over at Evander who was gazing down at Will’s sleeping form with a proud big-brother grin. His gaze swung to me. “Well, I’m sure we can arrange something. I take it you’re the woman Alarik found to help with recon?”

      “Yes, but not just recon. He seems to have forgotten that I’m not some teenage girl content with ideal gossip. He agreed to train me as a proper fighter, once I’ve proven I can handle it. And I will be holding him to that.” Straightening my spine, I put as much force into my words as I could.

      The weight of Vidarr’s gaze locked me in place as he took my measure. His eyes had a thin layer of blue surrounding the deep grey of heavy rain clouds. Intelligent, perceiving eyes.

      Each word was drawn out with meaning as he answered. “I see no reason why you should be denied training based on your sex. But be warned, you will find no modifications here. You will be held to the same standard as every other soldier in this base.”

      “I understand.” The words huffed out in a relieved breath.

      Vidarr’s head dipped with a slow nod. “I’ll give you tomorrow to sleep and one more day to familiarize yourself with the camp. Training starts the following morning at dawn.”

      “Understood.” I couldn’t contain the smile that burst across my face.

      Vidarr led the way into the grand building before us, Will’s weight proving inconsequential as he climbed the stone steps. The large cedar door opened, the polished handle shining as the light spilling out from within. Greer gave a small gasp as we entered, clearly taken aback by the finery surrounding us.

      The floors were white marble with hints of grey. The foyer was lit by a wide, sparkling crystal chandelier with matching ones spaced throughout the hall, visible along the main floor. But it was the staircase that demanded attention. The marbled steps twisted up with a dark, intricate railing, opening to a wide landing on the second level, before continuing up to the third level.

      “Welcome to your home for the next few weeks. Right this way.”

      Vidarr headed up the steps to the second floor. He took us down a lengthy hall before arriving at our bedrooms. At Greer’s urging, Vidarr tucked Will into the bed she claimed as her own.

      “This way, he won’t be spooked when he wakes in a new place,” she whispered. “At the very least, he’ll know he’s not alone.”

      I recalled the dark-winged bird story from earlier and agreed that it’d be best if he woke up next to someone who loved him. She worked swiftly, pulling off his shoes and jacket as he grumbled about wanting to sleep.

      “Not a problem, miss,” Vidarr said. “The four rooms are yours. You may decide how you would like to use them. If you find others better suited to your tastes, let one of the staff know. Alarik’s chambers are on the third floor, but besides that, the rest of the rooms are open.”

      “Alarik lives here?” My voice hitched.

      Greer shot me a look as Will stirred at the noise. Grimacing an apology, Vidarr and I left the room. The rattling of silverware sounded as we stepped into the hall, the subtle clash of porcelain drawing my attention.

      “This is the general’s residence,” Vidarr answered. “So, yes. Alarik lives here.”

      I barely heard his response as a young boy, looking only a year or two older than Will, clamored down the hall pushing a wheeled cart stacked with covered dinner plates. His shoulders drew up from the slumped position they had been in as he noticed Vidarr.

      “Sorry for the late hour, Lieutenant. General Holt ordered food to be brought up. He didn’t say what to bring. So, I prepared a little of everything.”

      Vidarr muttered his thanks as I stared openly at the stacks of trays before me, filling my lungs with a deep breath. The scent of roasted chicken and freshly baked bread were swirling around me, mingling with other unidentifiable spices.

      Lannie peered out from her room a moment before Greer stepped through hers. “Is that for us?” Lannie asked, eyes growing wide as she noted the tower of food before me.

      “Even if it’s not, I plan on eating it,” Greer said, pulling the tray into the room across the hall opposite of where Will was sleeping. I caught a glimpse of two large bookshelves lining the far wall with a deep green velvet settee and low-set wooden table placed in front. An eager smile lit Lannie’s face as she hurried after Greer, followed closely by the boy.

      “I wasn’t sure which food you would prefer, but I’m happy to help you select a plate,” he offered.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Greer said as she guided him back into the hall. “We are most certainly hungry enough to enjoy all of them. Thank you for dinner!” The boy blinked as she joined Lannie setting the plates along the table.

      The young boy gaped, looking at the three of us and then back to the stack of dishes. He grumbled something about returning in the morning for the plates before trudging away.

      “Goodnight, Elara,” Vidarr said as he retreated. “Please don’t hesitate to ask if you need anything.”

      My stomach growled as I stared after him for a moment, but soon snapped my mouth shut to join my sisters and the awaiting feast. Greer was finishing setting each of the dishes out as Lannie shifted her weight from foot to foot.

      “Greer, I’m hungry,” Lannie whined. “I don’t care how many options there are. I’ll take anything at this point.”

      “Calm down, I’m almost done. This way we can pick out the tastiest dishes to eat first. Honestly, your stomach will thank me in a few minutes.”

      “Minutes?”

      “Yes,” Greer met her with an unflinching gaze. “Besides, El needs to wash up anyway. We all should before we sit anywhere in this place. I only wish I was able to have Will bathed before bed, but there is no way I’m going to risk waking him up.”

      I looked down at my body, seeing only the swath of blackish brown stains across my skin and my clothes coated with the dust and debris of travel. “She’s right, Lannie. You two aren’t so bad, but I definitely need a shower.” My stomach issued a loud rumble as I glanced at the plates of food. “Meet back in ten?”

      “Agreed,” they chimed, both dashing across the hall to the other bedrooms and the showers within.

      Not wanting to get my belongings dirty by rifling through them, I elected to head straight to the washroom. I pushed through a set of double doors, walking into a bedroom with pale shades of pinks and creams. There was an oak armoire beside a delicately crafted wooden writing desk, but the majority of the room was centered around the large bed, complete with fluffy throw pillows and an airy rose-colored comforter.

      I passed through the en suite and into the washroom, noting the brilliant marble of the halls continued throughout the floor. My eyes snapped to the glass-enclosed, rainfall showerhead. Tossing my filthy clothes into a pile, I stepped inside as soon as the water was hot enough for steam to be visible.

      Deliciously warm water blasted against my aching muscles, soothing the soreness while washing away the grime of the last day and a half. I reached for the block of mint-infused soap and got to work scrubbing away the stains still clinging to my body. After three full-body scrubs, two rounds of shampoo and one glorious washing of conditioner, I finally stepped out of the shower.

      I had just finished slipping into a pair of worn sweats and a flowing top when I heard the click of the door and my sister’s easy conversation filling the sitting room.

      “I see you two enjoyed the showers as well,” I said, joining them around the food. Their hair was damp, their tops dotted with stray droplets.

      “It was incredible,” Greer moaned. “I can’t wait to just sit under the water all day tomorrow.”

      Lannie rolled her eyes. “Yes, it really was great, but I’m starving. It's time to eat.”

      “Agreed.”

      We joined Greer at the table, piling our plates high with food. There was indeed fresh bread and roasted chicken. Other plates contained steamed potatoes spiced with rosemary, a spring garden salad topped with fresh fruit with a variety of dressings on the side, and a platter of melted cheese sandwiches surrounding a bowl of steaming tomato soup.

      Each of us took a helping of the salad before sharing the main courses. Lannie declined the chicken in favor of the soup and cheese sandwich, preferring to refrain from meat when the supplies allowed.

      We found one last dish tucked underneath the others which was loaded with sweets. Thick brownies with chunky chocolate chips edged one side next to three different types of cookies and a few blackberry tarts. Greer and I split a brownie, already too full for more while Lannie helped herself to a sugar-coated cookie.

      I was grateful for the idle chatter of the evening, but soon the fatigue of the day caught up with us. My sisters returned to their rooms for the night, leaving me alone with my wandering thoughts. In a futile attempt to escape memories of the day, I headed to bed, slipping between the crisp, clean sheets that awaited me.

      Visions of black eyes and grey skin rose to the surface, their laughing bodies surrounded by thick, tarry pools of blood. I had killed him—it—the fae. That knowledge should weigh heavily on me. The adrenaline of battle had waned and still, I felt no remorse.

      I sighed as I rolled over, dragging another plush pillow against my chest. That realization confirmed there was something wrong with me. But as my eyes drifted shut and my body sank deeper into the soft sheets, I couldn’t find the will to care.

      The darkness was waiting for me, as it always was, but this time, I welcomed the sweet peace it could offer, praying the gods were merciful enough to hold the memories that haunted my dreams at bay for at least one night. But prayers often went unanswered.
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      The wooden floors gave a faint creek as Lannie made her way over to where Greer and I sat, perched at the top of the banister. Despite being the youngest sister, she would normally reprimand us for eavesdropping, but this time she stayed silent, choosing instead to slide in beside us.

      It had been three days since the storm and her dark eyes reflected the worry pooling in my own. Lannie took my hand, dipping her head to rest on my shoulder as we turned our attention to the conversation below.

      Papa paced in front of the fireplace, its flames casting distorted shadows across the room. It was late summer, much too early in the year for fires, but Papa and the twins had been cold since the storm hit, regardless of their climbing fevers.

      “The twins aren’t getting better,” he muttered, as he ran a hand through his dark curls. “I had hoped it was a simple illness, but the fever has only gotten worse.” Every third step of his pacing squeaked with the shifting floorboards.

      “Neither one of them can muster the strength to leave their beds. Jem is beside himself, going in and out of consciousness, pleading for Evander.” I flinched.

      “I thought Evander was in the Light Kingdom,” Mother’s voice drifted from the cushioned chair partially tucked beneath the stairs. “Isn’t he serving at one of their outposts a few weeks' travel from here?”

      “He is, or at least that’s what I was led to believe. Jem seems to think this storm is some sort of attack. Before the fever took him under again, he said Evander had been sent on a few missions where there were whispers of an uprising.”

      The logs shifted in the fire, triggering a loud pop and pulling a gasp from Mother. Greer jumped as well, her hand tightening in mine as the three of us leaned forward, following Papa’s strides.

      “The Dark Phoenix… The prophecy,” Mother whispered. The three of us held our breath, straining to hear. “Oh gods, it’s the prophecy.” She shifted in the chair, just enough to see the heated glow of the hearth reflected along her smooth golden locks, the light’s morbid reflection causing it to appear as if she too were on fire. Greer’s ice-blue eyes snapped to mine, stirring with unspoken questions. But I had no answers to give. I squeezed her hand in reassurance as we waited in taut silence for Mother to continue.

      Papa kneeled, his large hands gently cupping her face, trying to pull her out of whatever memory she was reliving. “What are you talking about, my love? What prophecy?”

      “I thought I could escape it. It seems like ages ago. Before we met. I—I told you when we ran away together, I told you there were things in my past that I needed to hide from.

      “There are things I’ve done, things that have set certain events in motion. I thought we were saving this world, heeding the warning of the prophecies. I gave up everything, to see that it was done.” She stood, turning away to face the flickering flames. “But I was wrong. I discovered that I wasn’t preventing death but delivering us to it—to the darkness. It was already too late. Events had been set in motion, ones that couldn’t be recalled.”

      The fire gave a loud pop, but Mother didn't flinch. She didn't seem to hear it.

      “It should have been enough,” she murmured, barely audible. “It was the most powerful… She’s bound, as are the others. This shouldn’t be possible. It’s not possible.”

      “What do you mean, Adara? Speak plainly. What have you done?” Papa’s voice was low, but the tenor of it snapped her attention to him.

      “I fear I may have doomed us all. If this is what I think, it will get much worse. Many will die—” Her breathing hitched. “And I fear our family will not be spared.”

      “No,” Papa’s hollow voice pleaded, hands gripping Mother’s shoulders. “No! That’s not possible, Adara. I heard you when the storm rolled through us. The illness was removed from the twins and me within moments of exposure. Gods, if you can’t heal us, there’s little hope for anyone else.”

      I’d never seen Papa in such a rage, nor Mother so quietly resigned to her fate. Her tears flowed freely, now, transforming into streams of molten lava in the glow of the fire.

      “The girls and Will should be fine, but the twins… I used everything left to save them and I’m afraid even that won’t be enough to spare their lives—or ours.” It was a mere whisper, barely discernible above the cackling wood, but Papa’s entire body went rigid, until he was gathering Mother in his arms.

      “Adara, no. Gods, my love. You didn’t. Please say you didn’t.” But the answer he found in her eyes must have confirmed his fears. He pressed gentle kisses along her hair, letting her collapse into his larger frame as her body shook, the sounds of her cries enveloping the room to snuff out the fleeting embers of hope I had been keeping alive.

      The rapping of knuckles against wood snapped me out of my dream, the details dissipating with the fluttering of my eyes and the bright rays of light filtering through the window. But I needed to remember it. It was clearer than my usual dreams, there had been whispers… Mother had been present. Something about the storm?

      “El, are you here? Vidarr said this was your room.” Evander’s head popped through my open bedroom door, scattering the fraying fibers of memory further.

      Right, training. I’d completely forgotten. Groaning, I dragged the pillow over my head as I turned away from him and his perky attitude. I wasn’t ready to wake up, yet. Especially not with this nagging feeling that I was forgetting something important.

      “It’s too early. Come back later.”

      “It's past noon. It’s time to wake up.” He chuckled, and I batted his hand away as he made to snatch the pillow. Evander wrestled it from my grasp, only for me to wrap myself thoroughly in the blanket.

      There was a loud sigh, followed by the sound of his footsteps retreating and returning a moment later.

      “I brought something for you,” he beckoned, a delicious scent finding its way to me. I yanked the blankets away from my face, daring to see for myself if this were some cruel joke. But there it was, a steaming, whipped-cream-topped mug of what could only be one thing.

      “Gods, is that coffee? I haven’t had a proper cup in ages,” I said, pushing up into a sitting position.

      “This hardly counts as a ‘proper cup’ with all of this added to it,” he teased, gesturing toward the mound of cream.

      Smiling, I slipped out of bed and accepted Evander’s bribe. I swirled the cup, savoring the caramel flavored brew inside. He snickered at my sighs of happiness. “Okay, training time it is.”

      “I thought that would work. I figured it would be a nice way of apologizing for leaving out some key pieces of information these last seven years.”

      Lowering the mug to my lap, I met his gaze. “About that, I was a jerk. I get that you have an obligation to your commanding officer. I can even understand I didn’t need to know the information when I was younger but thank you for confiding in me now.”

      He shrugged, but his shoulders were tense. “It was only a matter of time before you learned the truth for yourself now that you're on base. I’m hoping to prevent you from sneaking around to get the information.”

      “I will. It’s just, I’ve felt restless these past few months, like there’s something I should be doing, only I can’t remember what it is. And then to find out that we’ve been at war without most of the world realizing it… It's awful knowing I was another clueless human. Learning the truth… it feels right being here. When those things found us in the forest, a piece of me was afraid, but there was this other part that felt… alive. Like the first stretch after a long sleep. It feels as if I’m finally waking up.”

      A shadow passed over his face but instead of commenting, he pulled out a small bag of clothing. “Well then, little monster, get dressed. The rest of your uniforms will be brought up this evening. I know you’re training with Vidarr the day after next, so we will stick with cardio today. Meet me in the hall when you’re ready.”

      I peered at the bundle of new fabric as the door clicked shut. Setting the coffee down with a rushed clatter, I sorted through the clothes, barely managing to contain the excited squeal threatening to escape.

      My fingers combed through the soft, stretchy fabric of the pants before shifting to a lighter, flowing material of the top. Both were inscribed with the military insignia. Bits of black snagged my attention. Evander had even thought to include proper undergarments.

      A disbelieving laugh bubbled forth. I had clothes. Clothes that belonged to me. They were clean and new, exactly my size, and most importantly, tied to no one and nothing else. No ghosts. No past. Just mine.

      An elated flutter sounded in my chest as I changed. There was a pair of running shoes at the bottom of the bag, complete with a few comfortable pairs of black socks. I normally hated running, but I couldn’t help but feel excited to try out my new wardrobe. Taking another sip of coffee, I redid my braid, pulling my hair away from my face and securing it with a tie.

      I paused for a moment, studying my reflection. My complexion remained light, though still a few shades darker than my siblings, but the return of the sun in spring would have it warming to a creamy tan. Shadows lined my eyes, as they always did, but there was a spark sizzling beneath, seeming to force the blue edges to retreat, just a little.

      This felt like the path I was meant to be on. And for the first time in a long time, I felt a kindling of hope.
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      “I know you hate cardio, but it’s important to keep up with it. If you don’t complain too much, we can head to the stables after. I think I found you the perfect horse.” Evander’s warm eyes met mine as we stepped through the front doors.

      My eyes widened as I gaped, open mouthed at Evander.

      “Oh wow. You? Speechless? I didn’t think I’d see the day.”

      Forcing myself to focus, I asked, “You got me a horse?”

      “Well, sort of. She belongs to the base. She’s Colt’s sister. His mother returned two years ago and out came Ember a few months later. She’s small, too narrow for any of the warriors here, but she should be a perfect fit for you.”

      “I’m sure I’ll love her. You know I’ve always wanted a horse of my own. Remember when Torin used to pretend to be my pony?”

      He snorted. “He would carry you on his back and gallop around for hours. Torin was always so tough, but he turned into a total marshmallow around you girls.”

      “Mmm, marshmallows. I remember those. You brought them back for us to try, what two, three years ago? Was it from one of your adventures to the north?”

      His smile faltered. “I found them in the Fire Kingdom, actually.”

      I stumbled as his words slammed into me. “You went to the Fire Kingdom? Were you on assignment from the Legion of the Light or from Alarik?”

      “Neither, so there’s no need to bring it up. But not all fire fae are ruthless, El. There are a few villages where their people choose to live above ground, similar to how we live. It’s not all lava and brimstone, not like we’ve been told.”

      What other untruths had I accepted as facts? I pondered this as the buildings thinned out. In the light of the day, I could see the base was far larger than I remembered. The military workings were grouped along the eastern border, sitting upon a small hill. The walls extended past fields, through the tree line, and emerged in the west to loop around crisscrossing streets humming with life. There was a full city below us, complete with multilevel homes and shops, nearly every corner speckled with trees sprouting fresh, green leaves. The outline of recently constructed homes dotted the periphery—those who had sought shelter from the attacks.

      Evander followed my gaze as we neared the field. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, taking a moment to find my voice. “It’s the largest city I’ve seen. When I would sneak up to watch the soldiers train, I’d camp along the southeastern ridge. It’s been years since I’ve really looked at the city. There must be hundreds of people down there.”

      “Thousands, actually.” He pointed to the stone walls circling in the distance before disappearing into the trees. “The walls are extensive and have held for centuries. This entire area is said to be protected from the wards placed ages ago when the base was first constructed. With the mounting attacks targeting humans, the city has grown exponentially.”

      That made sense. Still, seeing the stretch of buildings before me reminded me how powerful this base was.

      “On another note,” he continued, as the road curved away from the sprawling city and toward the fields, “I overheard Vidarr and Alarik’s conversation last night, well more of a disagreement really. It was about you.”

      “What? Why?”

      “It sounded like Alarik wasn’t happy with the idea of training you in combat. I’m not sure what you said to Vidarr, but he didn’t back down. It was perfect timing on my part, though. I reported the training we’ve done over the years and seconded Vidarr’s opinion that you be allowed to show these men up.”

      “Thank you for defending me, but I don’t understand why Alarik is being such an ass. Learning techniques will only help improve my self-defense skills. If anything, I’ll be safer.”

      We passed the last of the buildings, turning into a smooth trail at the edge of the tree line. Evander started to pick up the pace, easing into a light jog to allow for our conversation to continue.

      “You may not want to hear this, but he’s only making sure you’re safe, like every other soldier here. He should give you the chance to prove yourself, but it would put the entire base at risk if he made exceptions. You’ll have to go through the same training as everyone else.”

      A low grumble left my lips, but I understood it made sense. I knew what I was capable of, but the men here didn’t—Alarik didn’t.

      Evander’s words rushed over me as he explained about the sorting process for new recruits and how to climb the ranks until he circled back around to Alarik. “I think he cares for you.”

      I snapped my focus to his face.

      “I’ve known him for almost seven years,” he said, his eyes trained on the path ahead of us. “He has casual flirtations, but nothing serious.”

      Why did that thought cause my stomach to twist? It didn't matter who he chose to share his bed with, casual or otherwise.

      “He’s a good man, but he’s under a huge amount of pressure. Each person we lose is another weight added to his shoulders. He lost someone important a few years ago. Alarik doesn’t like to talk about it, but he’s been through a lot. I guess I’m asking you to be patient with him.”

      I mulled over his request as our pace quickened. “I’ll try. I’m not known for my patience.”

      Evander snorted. “Fair enough.”

      Craving a distraction, I increased our speed, following the trail as it stuck to the edge of the forest. If I could just get through the first part of running, I knew my body would switch to autopilot. The beginning was always terrible, but I loved the euphoric numbness that crept over my legs after a certain point. The minutes passed and I felt the beginnings of the transition start in my thighs, the tingling telling me we were about four miles in.

      I pushed harder, moving faster, welcoming the burning in my lungs as the movements of my body started to grow easier. I felt lighter, as my legs continued to pump, the crisp early-spring air providing the perfect incentive to continue moving. Evander increased our tempo a little more, arching his brow in question. Shooting him a bemused smirk, I raced forward, meeting his challenge head-on.
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      The trail looped us around, steering us back to camp before depositing us in front of the stables. I fought the urge to bend forwards, inhaling deep breaths as I walked off the burning of my lungs, my legs blissfully numb from exertion.

      After regaining my breath, I followed Evander into the stables, his shirt dark with sweat. He tossed me a small towel and a water pouch before drinking from his own. The fresh water was energizing, its icy temperature cooling me from the inside out. I took another gulp, watching as Evander retrieved a young mare from a stall in the back.

      She was dazzling. Flecks of rusty browns and auburn spots graced her legs, rising like the glowing sparks from a fire along her thighs and belly against a flawless white coat. Her mane and tail were a deep bronze, with bright oranges and reds woven throughout, contrasting beautifully with her dark brown eyes. She peered down at me with an awareness that had the hairs on the back of my neck prickling.

      “Be careful. She may seem small, but she’s clever, and the quickest horse I’ve seen.” Evander held the reins as I stepped forward.

      “Hello, Ember. My name is Elara.” I reached out a tentative hand toward her, hoping she would accept me. Her dark eyes pondered me a moment longer. There was a quick flash, something like recognition in her knowing eyes, before she nudged my hand with the soft tip of her nose, demanding a pet. I exhaled in delight.

      “I would like us to be partners, you and I. Seeing as how you’re the only mare in this troop of stallions, I think we could relate on a few things.”

      Evander scoffed as he released her reins to me. “It seems like she's already warming up to you. Do you remember those riding lessons from when you were a kid?”

      “I’m not sure. There hasn’t been much opportunity for riding horses lately. I was able to manage last spring at the market, nearly a year ago now. Mr. Sapo’s horse broke a shoe on his way back to town. He wouldn't risk continuing and hurting the horse and I was the first to stumble upon him. It was only a short distance, but I unhitched the other horse from the wagon and rode a few miles into town.”

      “It’s not really a skill you forget,” Evander confirmed.

      I continued to stroke her mane, running my hand along her spotted neck and chest as she sank further into my touch. “What do you think? Are you willing to let me try?”

      Ember huffed, head dipping. The small hairs along her nose tickled my hand, causing me to giggle. She nudged my hand, flipping it up as she stepped forward.

      “I think that is Ember’s way of saying, ‘yes’.” She gave what could only be described as a nod.

      Raising a brow toward Evander, he answered, “You could take her for a ride. The perimeter extends deep into the forest. I could saddle Colt and we could go togeth—”

      Ember cut him off with a huff. I tilted my head. Her dark eyes held mine, waiting for me to heed her request. Glancing toward the trees, I felt the addicting promise of fear and adrenaline such an adventure would offer.

      “It seems she wishes for it to be just the two of us. It would be safe, right? As long as we stay within the walls?”

      “Yes, but only if you are comfortable riding her.” He turned narrowed eyes to Ember. “And if she behaves for you.”

      I could have sworn Ember glared right back at him.

      “Do you have a saddle for her?” I asked, but stopped when Ember nudged my hand again, bowing lower.

      “We do, but she's never allowed us to put it on her.”

      Feeling not the least bit foolish for addressing her directly, I asked, “No saddle then?” She huffed.

      “Okay, here goes nothing.”

      Flutters of anticipation swirled through me as I hoisted myself up, sitting directly on her beautiful coat. I had just enough time to steady myself before she started moving, circling the fields around the stables as if to prove to Evander we could handle a short trip through the trees.

      Weaving my hands lightly around her neck, I used my thighs and core for balance. She cantered in a loop once more, before coming to rest in front of Evander.

      I giggled, calling down from my perch on Ember’s back. “So, did we pass? Can we go for a ride?”

      Evander gave a begrudging smile. “Yes, but please be safe.”

      The rest of his words were lost as Ember tore from the field. My legs clenched, shoulders hunched as I fought for balance, trying to avoid pulling on her mane. Within a minute or two, my body adjusted to the gait, muscles syncing to match hers as we sped into the welcoming forest.

      Trees flew past us, the bright greens of spring dotted with the whites and pinks of small flowers all becoming one blurred streak as we raced past. An exhilarated giggle burst through my lips as the wind whipped through my hair, lashing against my neck. I threw my head back, allowing the bright rays of the sun to heat my skin. The warmth was perfectly tempered by the cool, blossom-scented wind rushing past us, incessantly tugging at my hair in an attempt to free the bound locks.

      This was freedom. This was everything.

      I drew myself close to Ember’s body, my fingers weaving through her soft mane. Her body hummed with mirrored anticipation, the both of us eager for adventure. Her hooves thundered against the earth as we hurdled over boulders and dodged stray branches. She slowed to an easy canter as the trees started to thin, until we reached a clearing with a babbling stream gently rumbling in the background.

      Bright light filtered through the canopy of trees, creating a vivid haze of green and soft blues. Ember brought us to the edge of the stream where it opened into a dazzling turquoise pool. Bluebell fairies flitted among the clusters of flowers lining the waters, their soft wings too wide for some of the daintier flowers. But unlike their pixie cousins, these were peaceful creatures.

      Sliding off her back, I crept to the edge and peered into the crystal waters. Multi-colored guppies floundered about, no bigger than a thumb’s length. I took a cautious step back. They were charming and seemed harmless, but so did most things of beauty. Creatures throughout the kingdoms were growing bolder these past few months, and I wouldn’t test my luck, regardless of being within the confines of the base. Who knew if the wards were still working, or if the protection from harm extended to the beasts of this world.

      Stretching, I reclined among the wildflowers. Subtle lapping noises sounded as Ember drank from the sleepy stream before she joined me, her back lengthening along my body. I soaked in the beauty of the world around us, allowing the kaleidoscope of colors and shapes to lull me into a tranquil peace.

      My mind wandered. I had heard tales of enchanted glens with flowers so large, they spanned the floors of the forest. Their scent was said to have the power to coax their victims into a peaceful sleep among their cushioned centers. Once their prey was thoroughly entranced, the petals would close as great vines rose, curling and twisting around the bodies until the entire blossom was dragged beneath the earth.

      Narrowing my eyes at the tiny flowers beside me, I studied them as they shifted non threateningly in the delicate breeze. While it wasn’t my intention to meander through flesh eating flowers, I couldn’t help but acknowledge a deep calling, an unconscious pull urging me to seek… something.

      I’d mentioned it to Mother once, my desire for adventure, this feeling of other. The color had leached from her face, and she immediately started talking about the benefits of living a quiet life. She had always been the proprietor of mundane tasks—encouraging us to choose safety over thrill.

      My brows furrowed as I recalled the details of my latest nightmare, my hand subconsciously stroking Ember's coat as my thoughts spun. She had spoken of a time before Papa. One of risks.

      Had she explored this world as I yearned to? I knew she had ventured to the Light Kingdom. She spoke of it often, describing ornate golden halls, freshly kept flowers, and the grand statues stretching high at the gates of the walled city of Alora, one clutching a book to represent knowledge, while the other carried a sprouting althea plant, meant to symbolize healing.

      Knowledge and healing were the two things light royals coveted above all else. They had closed the gates that day, when the storm had ravaged this realm, and had been working endlessly on discovering a way to stop, or at least slow, the lingering effects… Mainly the inability for humans to conceive. But if they truly were the most skilled, why had there been so little progress after all these years?

      Not a storm, I mentally chided myself. It had been an attack. My stomach clenched. How had I not seen it before? How had the world not realized that the storm was, in fact, a spell or a carefully crafted curse?

      The vision of Mother in my dreams resurfaced. She had mentioned a prophecy of having to face a great darkness. Those creatures Alarik and I had faced—the broken fae—they seemed pretty gods-damned dark to me.

      There was something else… The edges cleared as I focused, not fully but enough. Mother had mentioned The Dark Phoenix, just as Evander had. My eyes narrowed as I realized Evander hadn’t elaborated this morning. Not after Alarik had cut off his report yesterday.

      This would require careful exploring. I didn't want to push Evander, but I was living at the base now. If I had a chance of learning, or rather overhearing anything of importance, it would be here.

      I only wished I could remember. Chewing my lip, I attempted to stitch together the remaining wisps of the dream, but it was like water slipping through a fisher’s net—I managed to hold on to the larger pieces but the vital details slipped through the woven knots. My dreams, my memories—it seemed there were so many pieces missing. Pieces that would shed some light on the heavily shadowed past.

      A flustered sigh escaped as I rubbed my temples. Ember startled from her nap. She rolled to stand, giving her body a great shake before her head tilted, asking if I was ready to go.

      “I guess you’re right. We should be getting back.” I settled along her back. “Are you up for another sprint?”

      She whinnied her agreement, and within moments, we were off.

      Ember soared, erasing my worries as reckless euphoria surged through me. I leaned into her, soaking up her stamina, allowing it to bleed into me as we lost ourselves to speed. Wisps of hair whipped against my neck, the cool caresses lashing across my eyes, my cheeks, but I didn’t mind the sting. The world quieted and came alive all at once as I crouched low over her, fading into the pace of the gallop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 25

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke early the next morning, eager to spend some time with Ember before the day got started. Last night, Evander had reiterated the need to be cautious but encouraged us to connect. He was right. I knew of one additional mission I would go on, perhaps two if Alarik wished me to return to the market, and having a horse I was comfortable with, one I could befriend, would only aid me.

      Ember did not disappoint. We spent the sleepy hours of dawn flitting through the trees, soundless and breathless, and completely at peace.

      Much too soon, we burst through the last of the trees, slowing to a trot as the stables came into view. Evander’s lean, muscular frame was turning out the other horses, letting them graze in the nearby field as the bright rays of the rising sun illuminated the hills in the west.

      “It’s nice to see you smile, Ellie.” Evander beamed. “I can’t believe how quickly she has warmed up to you. She’s been a nightmare to work with.”

      Ember huffed, her eyes peering down at Evander with clear disdain.

      I hopped down beside her, scratching behind her ears. “Or, maybe, those silly men just didn’t understand her.”

      She nickered in agreement, head dipping as if she were nodding.

      “Apparently. I’m sorry to break this up, but I thought it would be nice to see some of the training exercises before you’re thrown into the mix tomorrow.”

      “That would be smart,” I admitted, watching as Ember made her way toward Colt.

      He followed my line of sight. “You can visit her whenever you like. I confirmed it with Alarik.”

      My brows scrunched together as I turned to face him. “Wait. So, he doesn’t mind me having a war horse but the thought of me completing basic training exercises stresses him out?”

      Evander’s laughter rang. “I don’t think he considers Ember to be much of a threat because she hasn’t let anyone get near her, let alone ride her. She’s allowed me to brush her, but that’s it. She’s been nearly feral this past year. I was able to keep her this long because she’s young, but the plan was to release her back to the Fire Kingdom if she didn’t come around. You were my last hope.”

      My eyes widened, connecting with Ember’s deep brown ones from across the flowing grasses. “She’s from the Fire Kingdom? I thought you said she was Colt’s sister?”

      “She is. Half-sister anyway. And I can’t prove it, but I’m nearly positive she was conceived while in the Fire Kingdom. It would certainly explain her coloring. I’m only glad you two get along. It means she can stay. Even Colt and I didn’t connect this quickly.”

      My head tilted, watching as the other horses avoided her. All but Colt. She was too fierce for the others. Instead of hiding her true nature as I had done, as I still did, she chose to embrace her ferociousness. She was free. Perhaps not the most popular or accepted, but she was free.

      What would it feel like? To shed these layers and embrace this respite?

      An exhausted sigh escaped me as Evander led us away from the gently flowing blades of grass filled with carefree horses and toward the center of base. I knew I would never experience that freedom. I wouldn’t allow myself. Because I wasn’t a bright, glorious force like Ember. There would be no light if I let others get to know me, let them understand every inch of my mind. No, it would only expose them to the burning, impenetrable darkness that seemed to be growing bolder each day.

      I shook my head, dispelling the morbid thoughts, as Evander guided us into one of the peripheral training rings. Rows of seats surrounded the center dome open to the clear blue sky above. Despite the lack of clouds, the air swirled with a balanced cool.

      Pairs of men punching and spinning came into focus as we walked down a worn dirt path between warped wooden benches to the edge of the ring. I glanced at the horizon behind them. The rising slope of the mountain was covered in fresh green leaves and budding blossoms. How many times had I rested beneath those trees, studying these very movements from above?

      “Vidarr said you could stay as long as you want, but to observe only.”

      I nodded. Of course, Evander had already approved my late morning observation. “I’d love to stay, but I have a few pressing matters to attend to.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      “No. I’ll still be on base, the barracks directly next to General Holt’s residence, actually. But there are things I need to speak to the Guard about.”

      Evander’s eyes bounced from the sparing warriors heeding Vidarr’s corrections before meeting mine with a warning glint.

      My chin dipped with a near imperceptible nod, but Evander exhaled with it nonetheless. He gave Vidarr a brief wave as he slipped along the curved rows and out into the compact dirt path beyond.

      Vidarr’s corrections captured my attention as he adjusted a particularly sweaty pair of men next to me. They were all firm planes and hard lines, their dark skin damp with sweat. I swallowed, cheeks heating briefly as I realized Greer would probably reconsider her disinterest in training if she were here.

      Another adjustment. Another correction. Vidarr’s words echoed through my mind as I committed every piece of advice to memory. Curious, my eyes quickly combed over the ring, finding only men. I wasn’t surprised. The only women I’d seen here had been a few tending to the house or the kitchens. A smirk graced my lips. That would change soon enough.

      Alarik chose that moment to appear, his scowl deepening as he noted my cheery disposition. He was by my side in moments, causing the sensual scent of sandalwood and cloves to wash over me in a blast of warmth.

      “You haven’t changed your mind, then?” he bit out. “Still set on getting yourself hurt?”

      “I don’t plan on being the one getting hurt,” I clipped back, keeping my gaze straight. It was incredible how he could infuriate me within a matter of moments. Vidarr had noticed the tense tone and was doing his best to pretend as if he couldn’t hear the conversation, as were the others.

      “No, I don’t think anyone ever does, but that doesn’t stop it from happening,” Alarik spat, his unchecked fury snapping the last of my restraint.

      “What’s your problem? This can’t all be some overprotective bullshit because I have a pair of breasts strapped to my chest. I can fight just as well as any person here. I plan to prove that point as soon as I get the training I was promised.”

      Emerald eyes burned as Alarik met my unflinching glare. “You really think you can handle this, that you won’t end up dead?”

      His voice trembled slightly on the last word, but I pushed forward, too lost in my own fury to stifle the wave of bitter words.

      “Why do you care what happens to me? Oh, that's right. I’m just another responsibility. Just another burden you have to carry.”

      “Gods, you are the most frustrating person. Why can’t you—,” He leaned in to meet my glare, hands clenching and unclenching as he desperately chased the control he loved. I didn't let him catch it.

      “I don’t want a hero. So, stop trying to be one.”

      “Well, if you used your brain once in a while instead of letting your emotions control you, maybe you wouldn’t need one.” My nostrils flared, but he wasn’t finished. “I want you to be able to defend yourself, Elara. It is up to me to know when you are ready to handle training. And right now,” he tilted his head, taking in my measure and finding me wanting, “you have a lot of work to do before we can even get started.”

      I almost flinched. His words certainly felt like a slap, but I focused on my rage and pain, on the soothing shadows within my battered mind, and held his gaze. I refused to blink, worried the watery sheen would pool with the motion and betray my raw, injured pride.

      I let my anger speak for me, instead. “I have much to avenge before I let death claim me, most of which was only just brought to my attention. Thanks to you, my closest friend has had to lie to me for years.”

      A few of the nearby pairs had slowed, covertly staring, but a quick rebuke from Vidarr had them back to practice.

      Alarik shook his head, huffing out a humorless laugh just as Vidarr approached. “You have no idea what you’re talking about, little girl. It’s all fun and games playing soldier with your big brothers and daddy, but shit is different when it’s the real world.”

      My hand connected with his face, the crack of the blow silencing the entire training area. “Fuck you,” I seethed, failing to hide the tears that pooled with his words.

      Horror was written on every soldier’s face as they saw the red stinging outlines across their general’s cheek.

      “Shit,” Vidarr muttered. “All right everyone, take a lap.” A groan sounded as he issued his command. “That’s right, the entire loop. Get some food when you’re finished.”

      I was vaguely aware of shuffling footsteps and fading grumbles, but I refused to yield to Alarik’s glare.

      “What in the gods’ name is going on?” Vidarr growled.

      Despite the bite of his words, neither of us looked away.

      “Hey, this isn’t a fucking staring contest.” He shook Alarik, forcing him to turn toward him. “You can’t pull shit like that in front of the new recruits. Gods, Alarik. It’s just training. It’s not like we’re sending her to the border or anything.”

      Alarik scowled, tearing his eyes from mine. He dragged a hand across his face, taking in a deep breath before meeting my gaze. “Gods, I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have,” I spat, but my words had lost their earlier punch.

      “It’s just, there’s so much more to this than you know.” He spoke to the ground, to the empty ring behind me as he paced. “There’s a lot more danger than you think.”

      “If I’m missing vital pieces of information, General, that’s because you haven’t told me. So, tell me. Fill me in. I plan on fighting in this war one way or another.”

      His face snapped to mine. Horror and anger warred across his features as he processed this, realizing that I wouldn’t stop.

      “She has a point,” Vidarr defended, pulling an exacerbated huff from Alarik. “The more information she has, the better prepared she’ll be.” The whisper of a smile faded from my lips as Vidarr turned his sights on me. “You will have to climb the ranks like any other soldier. No special treatment. Until you are qualified for combat, you will remain working under reconnaissance.”

      “Fine. But once I prove that I can handle it, and I will, I’ll be sent on missions like everyone else.”

      Alarik features smoothed, his shoulders relaxing as a sly smile crept up. “Deal. The first requirement is understanding military techniques and the history of our world. Once you have mastered that, you can catch up on current events. Each person accepted into this camp has had to show proficiency in these areas prior to picking up a blade. Do you agree to these terms?”

      Hesitating, I looked for a trap. “The terms referred to are just completing some history lessons? The same ones everyone else has had to complete?”

      “Yes,” Alarik grinned as Vidarr confirmed this with a small dip of his head.

      “Okay. I’ll complete a few history lessons. But once they’re done, I’ll be included in all areas of training, including techniques with various blades, bows, and hand-to-hand combat.”

      I expected his face to sour, but his smile widened. “Deal. My days are normally busy, but we can start on your lessons this evening. Does an hour after dinner work for you?”

      “Tonight? Yeah, that should be fine.” I was still whirling from his sudden change of pace that I barely heard him when he responded.

      “Wonderful. Meet me on the third floor around eight o’clock. Do you know how to get back from here or would you like me to walk with you?”

      “No. I planned on exploring a bit more before heading back.” I spoke slowly, still unclear where this was going.

      “Okay, I’ll leave the door to my chambers open for you. Don’t bother knocking,” he called over his shoulder, strolling across the now empty training area, and off to the dirt path beyond that would lead into camp.

      Vidarr gave me an amused smile before falling into step next to him.

      I blinked.

      “Wait… You're—what? Alarik! Can’t we meet in the library or something?” But the two of them didn’t turn around. I could just make out Vidarr’s laughter and something that sounded like “smooth” and “she’s going to kill you,” before they turned toward the armory and out of hearing range.
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      After enjoying the view of the bustling city below as I finished off a light lunch, I spent most of the afternoon exploring the base. I wandered through buildings, peering through windows and down hallways until I was once again at the center of the open square before Alarik’s house.

      House wasn’t the right word. It was more of an estate or a small palace. What had Evander called it? A residence. I snorted, startling a young boy who was passing, as I realized I was now living in said residence.

      The three-storied building was just as beautiful in the day as it was at night. But the bottom floor was larger than I had realized, extending wide and connecting to great arching glass windows with various shades of green housed within. A green house.

      A smile graced my lips as I wondered if my sisters had discovered this treasure yet. I debated venturing through the domed jungle myself, but a swirling breeze had me realizing just how desperately in need of a shower I was.

      There was a note on my door. Greer’s messy sprawl indicated that the three of them had, indeed, discovered the greenhouse and would be there the remainder of the day. She also mentioned new clothes had been dropped off for all of us and to ‘give fashion a chance.’

      My smile lingered as I stepped through the bedroom toward the shower. The simple items from last night were still there, but a small container of lavender lotion had joined them. Strange. I turned on the water, letting the shower get nice and steamy while I set out a towel and stripped out of my clothes.

      The water pressure was perfect. I lathered up my hair, allowing the stream to beat against my back. After a quick scrub, I went in search of the clothes, wrapping the large, plush towel around me as a makeshift dress.

      There were two sets of clothing laid across the bed—one for training, composed of military issued uniforms, and the other for casual everyday use. A small pile of underwear and bras accompanied them, and I was surprised to find that they were all the right size. But it was the pair of military-grade, waterproof boots and an additional pair of black running shoes sitting next to them that had me squealing. The workout gear yesterday had already been more than I expected, but this opened up a level of gratitude and warmth within me that was nearly unbearable. I had clothes, plural. But that also meant that my siblings—Greer, and Lannie, and young Will—had experienced this same joy, now having their own carefully selected wardrobes.

      I didn’t bother to quell the surge of tears that pricked my eyes at the through of their happiness as I decided on a casual outfit for myself. Slipping into a plain white top, I selected a pair of black pants to go with them, surprised to find they were flexible despite hugging my curves.

      After dressing, I headed to the armoire to put the rest of the items away, only to find that it was no longer empty. Two new coats and a handful of dresses were waiting for me. From a brief glance, I saw two formal gowns, one a deep blue and the other black. There were also a few off-white sundresses for more practical uses.

      The jackets—gods, they were beautiful. Pristine, military issued jackets in my size, nearly identical to the ones that Alarik wore. The material of the heavier one was thick and durable, perfect for frigid winter nights. The thinner one had a simple soft lining, less formal, but still carrying the insignia of the military base.

      Adding the lighter coat to my ensemble for this evening, I pulled on the black running shoes, loving the way they molded to my feet. After a quick brush and braid of my hair, I headed downstairs in search of my family.

      They were still wandering about the enormous greenhouse, which ended up being the entire west wing. Will spotted me first.

      “Ellie! Ellie, you have to see this place. It’s like from one of my dreams. There are these plants that have huge leaves that are waxy and waterproof, just like a dragon’s wings! And then there are these small blue flowers, as blue as the gems deep in the earth. Hurry up, I want to show you.”

      A smile tugged up at my lips as I joined them. I would never grow tired of his enthusiasm. It seemed, neither would my sisters. We let him pull us around for hours. He really did have the most beautiful imagination. Was there ever any other child as clever as him? I didn’t think so.

      “How have you guys been? Did each of you get a new wardrobe?” I asked, looking them over. Lannie and Greer were both sporting similar black pants and loose tops. Lannie had selected maroon while Greer went with a light blue that highlighted her eyes. Both of their coats were new, but neither bore the military insignia.

      “Yes!” Greer beamed, twirling to show off her outfit. “Isn’t it wonderful? Cadoc said this was just the beginning.”

      “Cadoc?”

      “One of those special guards that picked us up. I rode with him into camp. Tall, pale skin, thick dark hair.” Her head tilted in thought, her hip cocking to the side. “He sort of resembles a bear.”

      “Oh, I remember now. He’s part of the Select Guard?”

      “I think so. He’s ranked right below Vidarr, But I’m trying to tell you something, El.” The words were a rush of annoyance as Lannie shifted on her feet with a smile. “He asked if there was anything else I wanted. I’m sure he was thinking I’d list off shoes or dresses, or maybe some jewelry. I mean, I wouldn’t turn any of that stuff down.” She paused, lost in her own thoughts. “Maybe I should have asked for more things.”

      “Greer, focus.” I laughed. “What did you ask for?”

      “This! I asked for as many herbs as we needed and he granted it, didn’t he Lannie?” She raised her arms up and twirled around the greenhouse.

      “Yes, and he didn’t complain at all when I asked for a few jars and other ingredients, as well. Don’t you see, El?” Lannie said. “We’ll be able to make our healing supplies. He said the only thing we have to do is get Alarik’s approval.”

      Greer waved away needing to get Alarik’s permission as she looked at me. “I picked up on the tension between the two of you. There’s no way he’ll turn down our request if you ask him, El. Please, say you’ll ask?”

      Both peered up at me, waiting expectantly. I frowned, “I think you have things confused. Alarik doesn’t like me. He can barely tolerate me.”

      The two of them shared a look.

      “It’s the truth. But I can ask,” I relented, the words nearly drowned out by their squeals. “Hold on! I said I’d ask, but I can’t promise he’ll say yes. I’m sure he’ll want to know how this will benefit the base.”

      “You think we should offer them a percentage of the profits or something?”

      “Can’t we just offer them free supplies whenever they need it?” Lannie rationalized. “I mean, they fight battles, right? Surely their healer would be in need of additional salves. Perhaps I could stop by the healer’s building at some point this week and get an idea of what we are working with.”

      “That is a brilliant idea, Lannie.” Greer beamed, pulling us both into a hug. “It’s settled. El will talk to Alarik and Lannie will speak directly to the healer. Now, if only we could get Will to calm down for a few moments. I swear our little brother is the most energetic person that ever lived.”

      “Do you think he would like to see the base again?” I asked. “I was thinking about taking a walk to become more familiar with the grounds. Today is probably the last day I’ll have off for a while.”

      “Sure,” Lannie answered as we neared Will. “It would probably be smart to learn about this place, especially since we will be staying a few weeks.”

      “Cadoc said it would be closer to a month or two,” Greer said. “Isn’t that wonderful? I hope we never have to go back.”

      Lannie bobbed her head in agreement before turning back to the planter nearest us.

      “What else did he tell you?” I kept my tone light. If he was third in command, he would know plenty about the inner workings of this base. He was probably smart enough to keep his mouth shut about important things like the growing attacks or what The Dark Phoenix was, but men often forgot common sense when they were vying for Greer’s attention.

      “He mainly prattled on about himself. It’s always the same with his type. All daring adventures and dazzling achievements, but who really wants to hear about the highpoints? I want the dark parts, the moments where you were forced to change, to grow. Give me the raw truth. It can be as gritty and as dirty as it needs to be, as long as it’s real.” She sighed. “But it seems the truth is sorely lacking these days.”

      Lannie leaned into her. “I’m sorry, Greer. You’ll find your person someday. Or people.”

      Greer sank into Lannie’s smaller form with a soft, sad smile. “Thanks.”

      “You already did,” I said. “It’s us, your sisters. We are your people. It’s the three of us in this crazy world. Any other being who thinks of joining this group better be pretty amazing.”

      “Agreed,” Lannie chimed, as we started down the rows in search of Will. After a moment, she added, “Will had another dream.”

      “Nightmare,” Greer corrected with a grim frown.

      “That bad?”

      Greer nodded but it was Lannie who answered. “It was worse, actually. He described the dark swarms, again. He said they were circling an island of power, not ready to attack, yet but nearly there. But this time there was a shadow bathed in red. He mentioned something about it being the leader of the darkness or ‘one third of a weapon’.”

      “The weapon,” Greer corrected again.

      Lannie glared. “I don’t think the distinction between ‘a’ and ‘the’ is all that important.”

      “Maybe, but he kept repeating ‘the weapon’ like it was something.”

      “Did he mention anything else?” I cut in, not wanting the small disagreement to escalate.

      Both had creases between their eyes, shoulders drawn tight, as we spotted Will at the end of the next row. He was hovering around a plant with wide waxy leaves, each nearly the size of his arm.

      Lannie spoke low. “It took him much longer to come out of it. I had to use the smelling salts. He just kept muttering…”

      “Almost like he was in a trance,” Greer added softly. “It was jumbled, but there was something about three brothers returning from splintered realms. I think that's where the one-third thing comes in. There were three brothers. So, this red shadow leading the collection of shadows must have been one of them.”

      Lannie nodded, lips pressed thin. “He also mentioned a lotus, and dragons, and something about a phoenix—”

      “A phoenix?” My voice was a few octaves higher than it should have been.

      My sisters stared at me a moment, before Greer answered. “Yes. It reminded me of something, too, but I can’t figure out what. Why? Does any of that make sense to you?”

      I shook my head a moment before Will spotted us. We each crafted a smile on our faces as we waved back at him. Dropping my voice barely above a whisper, I muttered, “I don’t know what any of it means, but there's been talk about a ‘Dark Phoenix’ from a few different sources. I’ll keep my ears open for anything further, but let's try to keep Will as happy as possible. He probably overheard some of the men discussing the attacks.”

      “I’m sure that's all it was.” Greer swallowed.

      Lannie’s smile tightened. “I’ve already prepared more of the chamomile tea he likes. I even found some honey to add to it.”

      Chamomile tea was his favorite and tended to help him sleep. It didn’t prevent the nightmares, but if Will was calm enough, they were less likely to get out of hand.

      Will raced over to us, eagerly describing how the plant with the wide leaves was, in fact, a ‘dragon’ plant that had sprouted from the fallen feathers of small, playful dragons who loved to frolic in water.

      He broke away, dashing a few steps ahead to tell us about another.

      I’m sure it was nothing more than gossip. Will had always been prone to dreams. Most were fanciful tales, but they had been growing darker over the years.

      Stronger.

      He was an imaginative boy. They were dreams. Nothing more. But my stomach refused to settle and my sisters, though putting on a good show for Will, were on edge. It was in the slight drawback of Lannie’s shoulders and the too-much-teeth showing in Greer’s smile.

      They were only dreams. They had to be. If only we could believe that.
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      I ate quickly, spurred on by both my appetite and my eagerness to start my history lessons with Alarik. The quicker I got this over with, the quicker I could train. If that meant I’d have to sit through a few lectures, so be it.

      My siblings and I bid each other goodnight. Will thoroughly enjoyed his chamomile tea with an extra spoonful of honey and insisted on sleeping in his own room. After a subtle debate, he agreed to keep his door open for Greer just in case she woke up afraid and needed to find him.

      Sparing a few minutes to change into a comfortable pair of sweats and brush my teeth, I made my way toward the third floor. Whispers of bedtime stories drifted into the hall as I crept passed Will’s room. Both of my sisters were with him. Hopefully, they’d be a soothing presence if any nightmares arose.

      Gods, I missed reading stories to him. When he was a toddler, he only wanted me to read, but now, he mostly demanded Greer, claiming she was better at ‘doing the voices.’ Some days, I still viewed him as that little toddler, and others I caught glimpses of the man he would become. My heart squeezed as I realized just how fast time was moving.

      Climbing the last few steps, I reached the landing. A large pair of innately carved, blue double doors were opened wide, revealing a huge foyer staged with a couch and chairs.

      I stepped through, only to realize that this wasn’t just a sitting room. The long walls were lined with bookshelves, complete with curved edges that allowed a ladder to glide easily along the track spanning the length of the room. A light wooden table sat against the far wall with a few books stacked beside a pair of notebooks. A dark pot of ink and two quills were placed in the center. That must be where we would study.

      On the opposite side of the room, the walls of books were broken up by a grand fireplace, complete with a white marble mantle. Embroidered plush chairs and a matching sofa sat before the black netted screen, the contented flames flickering with life.

      “Wow,” I whispered beneath my breath. And this was just the sitting room. I spotted a hallway at the other end, branching off into various rooms. No wonder he was used to getting his way. He was a king among men.

      “I’m glad you find it impressive.”

      A small shriek left my body as I spun, my fist lashing out of its own accord.

      Alarik flinched back, but not quick enough. He groaned, bending forward as he clutched his nose.

      “Gods, I’m so sorry.” I bit my lip, searching for anything to mop up the thin ribbon of red dripping from his pinched nose.

      He muttered something beneath his breath that definitely contained a few curse words as he stalked past me. When he reappeared from a room in the back, it was with a towel clutched to his nose.

      “I really am sorry, but you can’t just sneak up on people and expect them not to react.”

      He lifted a brow as I raised my chin. Dabbing at the slowing stream of blood, he let the silence stretch.

      With one last check to ensure the bleeding had stopped, he retreated down the hall once more, exchanging the soiled towel for a stack of books. He walked over to the table, carefully lying them between the quills and ink.

      “I don’t blame you for…” He waved a hand at his face, still speaking toward the table. “I shouldn’t have startled you.”

      Was that a blush on his cheeks? I wasn’t sure what to say. In the end, I decided a change of topic would be best. “This room is beautiful. I can’t believe you live here. A general’s salary must be impressive.”

      He fidgeted as he turned to face me, running a hand through his growing blond locks. “Actually, most of this is owned by my family. I told you my father was part of the military. My mother’s family was a descendent of one of the few human families to climb the ranks of the fae courts of old. It was centuries ago, but they were favorites of the Earth Kingdom. Together, they were very well off.”

      I blinked. “Wait, you’re General Holt, as in Holt Academy, the owner of this entire base?”

      “I’ve asked everyone to stop using that name. This is now Camp Bellum.”

      “Gods, Alarik—General Holt. You could have said something. No wonder everyone nearly fainted when I slapped you.”

      He grimaced. “It's not like you didn't know my name, but I liked you not making the connection. And I deserved that slap. I was being an ass.”

      I raised a brow. “I agree.”

      A little warmth crept into his eyes as he stepped toward me, his voice softening. “I liked not having to be ‘General Holt’ with you. I’d forgotten who I was without all of this.” His hand swept the room as he took another slow, deliberate step. My stomach flipped.

      “But when I saw you in the forest that first day, you had no clue who I was. I couldn’t bring myself to ruin that. It’s been so long since someone has seen me, the real me. Not since—” His eyes grew distant a moment before he cleared his throat. “It's just been a while. And then there you were.”

      Another step. My heart missed a beat, and then desperately tried to make up for it.

      He closed the distance between us, one of his hands reaching out to claim mine. I kept my gaze fixed to where his thumb traced circles across my palm, the small movement unleashing something foreign and wild within me.

      His other hand drifted up, tilting my chin until I met his eyes. They searched mine for a moment. I swallowed, unsure what he was looking for, and scared of what he would find. His lips twitched, a small, subtle movement, and then he was leaning in, sending my heart thundering into a frenzied rhythm.

      Footsteps echoed along the marble floors, snapping the spell around us. I leapt away from Alarik a moment before Vidarr strolled in carrying a stack of books. He paused, noting my flushed cheeks, before swinging his gaze toward Alarik, whose eyes still traced the lines of my face.

      Vidarr shot me a wicked smirk as he deposited the books on the table. “My apologies. I didn’t realize it was that type of study date.”

      My cheeks flamed as I stuttered an excuse, but Vidarr just shook his head as he retreated toward the doors.

      “I only came to make sure you two weren’t at each other's throats, but I can see that won’t be a problem.” He turned, hands poised on the doorknobs. “I’ll just shut these for you two.” He gave one last roguish grin before closing the doors behind him.

      I buried my head in my hands. “I cannot believe that just happened.”

      When Alarik didn’t answer, I looked up. He had a mischievous glint in his eyes. “And what exactly happened?” he asked, failing to hide the amusement beneath his words.

      My answering glare shook free a wave of laughter.

      “Don’t worry. I trust Vidarr with my life, and my secrets.”

      “So, I’m a secret?”

      He shot me a grin. “Not yet.”

      But I didn’t smile back. “Maybe I’m not interested in being another one of your secrets.”

      He cocked his head to the side, not detecting the venom in my voice. His face grew serious as he stared. “Have you ever been in a relationship?”

      My lips thinned.

      “That's a no,” he said, studying me a moment longer. My cheeks grew pink under his perceptive gaze. I felt exposed; vulnerable. It was an uncomfortable foreign feeling. Then his eyes grew wide, his mouth dropping open. “Oh.”

      “Oh?” I mocked. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “Nothing, it's just, I thought you had been with others. I didn’t think a kiss would be such a big deal.” He ran a hand through his hair, offering a small, gentle smile.

      My lungs filled with a frustrated breath as I felt a fresh wave of heat scorch my cheeks. “Just because I don’t feel like kissing you doesn’t mean that I’ve never kissed anyone before.”

      I knew he was attempting to be kind, that his ridiculous smile was meant to be soothing, but it felt more like pity than understanding. More mocking than accepting.

      He lifted a brow at my outburst, but didn’t rise to the challenge. He just waited, his face uncharacteristically open and devoid of teasing.

      Holding on to my fury, I let it shield me a moment longer. Still, he waited.

      Releasing a long shaky breath, I said, “I’ve kissed other men, just… not many. And I haven’t ever felt the need to go further.”

      His eyes widened at my admission.

      “It’s not like I didn’t have opportunities. Something would always go wrong before we got to that part. Most of the guys I met were upset when they realized I could challenge them in areas like hunting or snares and stuff. Everything would be fine between us and then they’d spout some nonsense about how I should be at home helping Will, or how I should wear gloves because my hands would look nicer if they didn’t have any callouses.”

      I needed to stop rambling, but gods, he just kept staring at me with that wide-eyed expression. “But my skills with a bow and snare kept my family alive. They are pieces of who I am. I can’t change them.” I bit my lip to stop the words from spiraling further.

      “Alarik, please. Can you stop looking at me like that?” The plea in my voice seemed to snap him out of whatever daze he had been stuck in.

      He closed the distance between us in two quick steps. I stilled, nearly forgetting to breathe. Lifting my fingers to his lips with unexpected gentleness, he brushed soft kisses across the rough skin.

      “These are nothing to be ashamed of. They are a testament to your strength and resourcefulness.” He pressed a single kiss to each of my palms, his eyes trained on mine, before letting our hands drift apart. “You’re beautiful, El.”

      A flush crept up my cheeks, but I held his gaze. His eyes were a myriad of green, the bright inflections of newly sprouted leaves speckled through the darker mossy tones, much more complex than I had first thought.

      My eyes dropped to his lips, full and capable of imparting such tenderness. What would they feel like against my own?

      I tilted my head forward at the very moment he took a step back. Clearing his throat as he turned away, he retreated the few steps toward the table. A brutal sting of rejection sliced through me. Hadn’t that been his intention just moments ago? To kiss me? Had he changed his mind already?

      “There are actual lessons we need to get to.” He gestured toward a wooden chair opposite him as he took a seat.

      I forced a smile as I sat. “Of course.”

      Alarik selected a particularly thick volume, the binding cracked in several places and the pages thoroughly worn. He flipped through a few chapters before turning the books toward me.

      “Are you familiar with this version of Pax’s history? Human history?” I took in the painting depicted across the pages. It was a map of our world, only extended. I recognized the landmass in the middle as Pax—our current world—but there were other pieces of earth surrounding it. A frozen kingdom lay far below Pax’s most southern border, the painting gleaming as if it were made of icicles.

      The Fire Kingdom along Pax’s northwestern border was still there, but vastly expanded. Volcanos reached out for miles into the surrounding sea, the streams of lava displayed with such vibrant hues that it looked as if the page itself had caught fire.

      The Dark Kingdom remained nearly untouched, the Jagged Mountains still acting as the western border with the Fire Kingdom, but the Shadowlands of the north appeared more ominous. The Air Kingdom was also pushed out further into the northeastern sea, its territory mainly composed of huge islands with sharp, steep cliffs and crashing waves.

      “I was shocked, too, the first time I encountered this map.” Alarik’s voice was soft, almost as if he was worried I would run.

      “It is surprising, but I’m more curious than anything. What is this landmass here?” I pointed to a chunk of land to the east of the Light Kingdom, right in the middle of the Sea of Dreams. The word ‘Scintillam’ was scrawled beneath it in sprawling golden script. The land looked simple, almost peaceful compared to the complexity of Pax, with soft undertones of small flowers and flowing grasses.

      “That was the original human continent, Scintillam. It means spark. Fitting, is it not? Considering how they perceive human life—no more than a quick flash in time, a mere spark, to the mighty fae.” The lightness of his voice had taken on an edge. “This is a map of Ferox, a time before the fae kingdoms.”

      I looked over the map once more, realizing there weren’t any lines dividing the land. Disbelief gave way to anger. “How did I not know about this? How does the world not know about this?”

      “Humans, El, humans don’t know of it. I’d wager the fae do, well at least the royals. From what we have learned, there was a harvesting of old stories centuries ago. All were burned, and any temples or artwork depicting them were destroyed. We discovered this.” He pointed down to the detailed map of Ferox. “It was in a small chamber at the base of one of the ransacked temples.”

      “What else did you discover?”

      “It describes a time of mighty beings who housed the combined powers of the fae, near god-like in their strength. They were called the Merged and ruled over Ferox a few millennia ago. It was a time of chaos, one without morals or ethics. The legend states that the creators of this realm crafted humans to quell the ruthlessness of their first creations, but the Merged viewed humans as nothing more than toys, something to enjoy for a time and then discard when bored—or broken.”

      He flipped the pages until an army of fae were poised for battle, but I couldn’t tell which kingdom they belonged to. They had an array of traits: horns, fangs, shimmering skin and gills. And wings. Great wings stretched wide across the page, some with feathers as seen with air fae, but others had dark, leathery membranes stretched across sharp bones, more befitting of bats than birds.

      Alarik’s finger circled Scintillam. “The Goddess saw the agony her beloved mortals suffered, and warded this continent against fae, saving the surviving humans from further harm. As for all the mortals who were already on this land…” he pointed to the warped version of Pax, as he continued. “Those unlucky bastards were left to the whims of the Merged—forsaken and forced to carve out a future among the bedlam surrounding them.”

      “We were never meant to be here in the first place.” I huffed out a strangled laugh.

      “No, El,” his voice cut. “They were never meant to be so cruel. We are not the problem in this world, even the Goddess seemed to understand that.”

      “What does this all mean? That there’s a protected island where humans can live safely?” Excitement rang through my voice, but my burning hope quickly cooled when I pulled my attention from the painting back to his eyes.

      He shook his head as he flipped the page to reveal a monstrous wave rising up from the Sea of Dreams, a looming wall blotting out the sun across a continent of rolling hills and gentle streams. “The Merged attacked Scintillam. Since they were unable to breach its borders, they sank the entire continent, drowning the rest of humanity along with it.” My stomach twisted.

      “The point of me telling you this is to make sure you understand our enemy. Most fae today may not be as ruthless as the Merged, but it would make sense that there’s at least a group of extremists, like the ones who attacked us, who somehow constructed the storm.”

      I looped a piece of stray hair around my finger, twisting and twirling it, as I thought through all of this. “In order to understand your opponent’s strategy, you must first understand your opponent. I get it. But the Dark Kingdom is most interwoven with human blood, making them the least likely suspects for our current problem.”

      His face was grim as he confirmed my speculation with a nod.

      “There goes our number one suspect. The entire world thinks the dark fae are responsible for the recent attacks. But if this is some type of purity thing, it wouldn’t make sense.”

      “I know,” he muttered, running a hand through his hair. “They still might be responsible, or at least a faction within the Dark Kingdom, but it seems less likely. If anything, the southern kingdoms have wanted to maintain fae bloodlines more so than the north.”

      My head cocked to the side as I flipped through the book, coming to another image of the Merged. This one revealed a great king with serpent-green eyes, the pupils thin, vertical slits. He had vast reptilian wings spread wide and fangs peeking out beneath a wicked smile. The light seemed to cast a luminescent glow along the skin of his neck, just beneath his ears. Could that be the hint of scales? The thinly written inscription read: Dragcor, Tamer of Winds.

      “It looks like I do have a lot of catching up to do.” I sighed.

      His eyes were calculating. “Yes, you do.”

      “What is it? You look like you're debating telling me something. I need you to be honest with me. I know I need to prove myself, but it’s important that you realize I can handle things.”

      He leveled me with a look. “There are certain things that I won’t be able to tell you because of my position. Things that bleed into every aspect of my life.”

      I forced my breathing to remain steady and my face neutral. We were not only discussing my place among the base, but also where I fit into Alarik’s world. He was warning me, testing out my interest. If we were to pursue anything further between us, there would be things we would have to deal with.

      The idea of an ‘us’ caused my stomach to flip. It wasn’t a completely uncomfortable feeling.

      After a long moment, I dipped my head in a slow nod. “I understand.”

      “Do you?” he asked, voice unusually small. He pushed back from the table, pacing in front of the walls of books. “I’m the general, El.”

      “I’m aware, Al.” He pinned me with a glare. I smiled with a shrug, “Thought I’d test out the nick-name.”

      “Don’t”

      “Suit yourself.” I shrugged again. “I kind of like it. Al and El. El and Al.”

      “Stop.”

      I smiled, coming to stand but remaining at the table. “I get that you are the general and there are things you won’t be able to share with me.”

      He frowned, but nodded.

      “There's more?”

      “There is. Much more.” I watched as an array of emotions filtered across his face, each too quick to comprehend. “This base is my priority. It's the only thing I can focus on.”

      His words rang with a tired, sad warning. I could never be his focus. There was an odd crumpling of something in my chest.

      “There was a time when I thought I could have both. I thought I could be the general everyone needed and also have a person to call my own.” He shook his head, not meeting my gaze. “I was wrong.”

      I felt it then, a little crack in my armor—like a chasm opening within me, wanting to comfort him, to somehow heal his unhealable wound.

      Stepping around the table, I neared. “I understand.”

      He looked up, the sheen of his eyes reflecting my own. “Do you?”

      I nodded, because I did. He was still broken from whatever horrors haunted his past. But so was I. Our stories may not be the same, but I was far from being ready to commit myself to another. My family was my priority, just as the base was his.

      He needed me to understand that I could never be his everything. He wouldn’t put me first over the lives of his men. He couldn’t.

      “I understand, but do you?”

      He searched my face, and I let him. Against every comfort I had grown accustomed to, I left myself open. I left myself vulnerable, if only for a moment, so that he could see that I wasn’t able to be his person either.

      My family was my priority, yes, but it went beyond that. I wasn’t sure I knew how to peel back the layers I had constructed, even if I’d wanted to. Not anymore. I’d lived with the walls too long.

      There was an unforeseen tremble of my stoic heart, as if the weakened muscle was stretching, desperately trying to recall how to run on something other than the monotonous thrum of blood. I realized that despite this being a terrible idea, despite his confession and mine, I didn’t want this to end. Whatever this was between us.

      “This doesn’t mean we can’t be honest with each other. It may take some work, or adjusting, but...” He said the words as if they escaped of their own volition, bursting from his lips without his permission. “But I’m willing to try if you are.”

      Try. Willing to try. To try what exactly, I don’t think either of us knew. But we both somehow needed it.

      “Okay,” I said, a shadow of a smile gracing my lips.

      “Okay.” He looked down at me, his eyes shimmering with an unnamed emotion. “We agree then.”
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      “Elara, are you in there, lass?” Vidarr’s deep voice sounded from the other side of the door.

      My eyes widened as I sat up with a jerk. The book I’d fallen asleep reading hit the floor with a clash as I leapt out of bed. Growling in frustration, I quickly placed it on the bedside table before dashing over to the armoire.

      “Just a minute!” I called over my shoulder.

      A slew of curses left my lips as I yanked on my pants and laced up my boots. I was late for my first day of training. Rushing to the bathroom, I brushed my teeth and swiped a hair tie off the counter before heading for the door.

      “I’m ready,” I breathed as I stepped into the hallway. Vidarr was leaning against the far wall, tattooed arms crossed against his chest. He gave me a quick look over, seemingly satisfied with what he found, before heading down the hall leaving me to follow.

      “Late night?” He snickered over his shoulder.

      I stumbled, before shooting him a glare as I rushed to catch up. Working my fingers through my knotted hair, I swiftly braided it back. “No. Well, yes, but only because I was reading.”

      He glanced over at me, a brow cocked. “It’s been a while since Alarik has felt comfortable enough to read with someone. I wouldn’t take it lightly.”

      “We weren’t—we didn’t.” I took a deep breath, desperately trying to quell the spike of jealousy that rose at the mention of other reading partners. “We were only studying. I’m expected to return to the trading market for an update on Alderidge, which shouldn’t be a problem, but Alarik mentioned the mission along the Dark Kingdom’s southern border. He said you’d fill me in this morning.”

      “It seems you two really were reading.”

      I rolled my eyes. Had anyone besides Vidarr implied as much, my fingers would be itching for a dagger.

      “Yes, we were,” I repeated as we strolled along the dirt road, turning away from the shining sun and toward the closest training facility. “Besides, it sounds like Alarik has his pick of reading buddies.”

      The words were sharper than I had intended. But Vidarr’s lack of denial stung far worse. A sourness coated my throat at the thought. It didn’t matter, I reminded myself.

      “Alderidge is important,” Vidarr muttered. “But sources still point to the trading market as a possible meet up for the dark fae. They are the priority.” I nodded, appreciating the change in topic.

      “And the other task?”

      He sighed. “The other is still evolving. We've heard of a sanctuary of sorts for women and children. It is being guarded for obvious reasons, but it sounds like there may be witnesses.”

      My eyes widened. “Witnesses as in, survivors from the attacks?”

      “That's the rumor. Up until now, it has only been burned villages and rotting bones, but if there were survivors, anyone who could describe the assailants, how they move between towns without leaving tracks, what they look like, how they attack, we may just have a chance at getting ahead of this.”

      We followed a line of soldiers through a set of double doors and into a vast building complete with sparring equipment, weights, weapons, and a few punching bags dangling from the ceilings.

      “I thought you were training me?” I frowned, noting the number of men here.

      “I debated it. But Evander thought you could handle the sorting.” He deposited me with a wink among the clustered group in the center before taking a spot at the head of the room.

      My stomach twisted with fluttering uncertainty as I took in the men surrounding me. They were a varied sort. Some looked as if they’d grown up here, laughing and joking, their toned bodies brazenly showing off years of dedicated training. Others reflected my own hesitation, their thinner frames and awkward stances pegging them as new recruits.

      Vidarr’s voice rumbled with low command, hushing the side conversations with ease. “Good morning, men and woman.” He inclined his head in my direction, earning me a few curious stares. “We have a new student joining those who have recently passed their courses, which means that today will be a day of matches.”

      Cheers echoed throughout the high-ceilinged room as the men jeered and whistled. Vidarr waited for the celebration to die down before continuing, “Be aware that today will not only be assessing our new recruits, but also reevaluating each person’s skill level, providing an opportunity to adjust your rank.”

      There was a low grumbling with those words, but Vidarr ignored them. “Your rank will decide your training groups, and therefore which missions you qualify for. We will start with some warmup drills before I announce the pairings. Those who are content to remain in their current positions may be excused from today’s sorting. It's a great day to prove your worth. Take a lap.”

      I merged with the others, keeping pace in the middle of the pack, as we jogged around the building a few times. With a whistle from Vidarr, the herd turned toward the center, taking me with it until we formed a circle around him. He led us through simple drills and gentle stretches, walking among us until he commanded our attention, once more.

      The pairings were decided, starting with the weakest and least experienced—meaning I would go first.

      “Elara, Dustin, you’re up. Take your positions.”

      I stepped into the nearest half of the circle, adrenaline pumping through my body, as a young man, probably around Lannie’s age, took the position opposite me. He looked like he was about to faint.

      “The first round will be hand-to-hand combat,” Vidarr explained. He shifted his body closer to the two of us, dropping his tone so only we could hear. “This has been the most effective way we’ve found for improving skills. The purpose is not to shame but rather to understand where strengths lie, and to discover where weaknesses are, so that we may work to overcome them.

      Vidarr smiled softly. “Are you both familiar with the standard sparring rules? No punches to the face no blows aimed at the knees.”

      My opponent managed to control most of his trembling as we nodded, strapping protective gear in place and securing our gloves.

      The point values flashed across my mind: one point for a landed blow to the body, two for a spinning kick to the body or bringing your opponent to the ground. Three points for landing a hit to the head, but four for a spinning kick to the head.

      “First to five points wins.”

      We both nodded, too nervous to speak. I held my gloves out in the center of the ring, remembering Evander’s advice to always show respect. Dustin smiled a little, his arms shaking as he tapped his gloves to mine.

      A whistle sounded, jerking our bodies into a slow circling motion as we searched for an opening. I did my best to block the sounds of shouting and cheering around us, knowing I needed to keep this simple. The match didn’t need to be particularly skilled. All I needed to do was get to five points before he did.

      Dustin balked, swinging wide with his right and throwing his entire body off balance. I was able to sidestep and land a hit to his ribs, making sure to keep it soft. This was about skill, not strength.

      We regrouped in the middle of the circle, moving into action once more as the whistle blew. Dustin launched forward with little preamble, attempting to catch me off guard, but his movements were sloppy.

      I turned aside, causing his gangly form to sail past. Taking advantage of his incoordination, I twisted my body around, lifting my leg as I spun. I held my foot in the air, a breath away from contact, and then completed the kick by gently tapping the cushion across his head, earning points for the move but not harming him.

      “Elara wins the first round,” Vidarr announced. “Nice spirit, Dustin.”

      Dustin’s pale face broke into a bashful smile as the men around us cheered. The cluster nearest Dustin clapped him on the back, welcoming him into the fray. It looked like he had three older brothers at the base, all here to see his first match. They flashed him proud smiles, giving me a nod of thanks for keeping things civil.

      Taking up a position along the wall, I watched as the rest of the matches progressed, dropping the number of fighters to half. Vidarr read off the new set of pairs—starting with me.

      I entered the ring, my eyes traveling up, as I took in the man before me. He was much larger, at least a head taller than I was, and a good deal heavier.

      “Remember, light contact only,” Vidarr instructed, clearly unhappy with this pairing. Shaking his head, he said. “First to five points wins.” The whistle sounded.

      “Good luck, girl.” My opponent sneered.

      His large fist flew toward me a moment later. His form was decent, but he was slow. I was able to deflect the first blow, causing his smirk to falter. He lashed out again and again, only to come up empty as I danced away.

      His form grew wilder with each failed attempt, and I smirked, knowing the small gesture would send him over the edge. He snarled, throwing his fist forward in frenzied abandon, just as I knew he would. I spun on the balls of my feet, dodging it easily, as I came around to land a punch along his ribs.

      Cheering rang around us, but my pride was short-lived. The smirk had done its job, but this man was a lot stronger than me.

      His face contorted with rage as he whipped around, not bothering to wait for the whistle to begin his assault. He swung, the force of which would have been powerful enough to knock me unconscious. I sidestepped the last just in time, landing a spinning kick to his flank before dashing to the opposite side of the circle.

      Three to zero. The crowd roared as my opponent hissed. But the whistle blew before I could appreciate it and he was hurling toward me once more. Form forgotten, his arms pummeled the air around me. I kept my fists up and head down, my pulse thundering in my ears as I fought to stay ahead of his deadly wrath.

      There. There was my chance. He twisted back, intent on landing a kick to my face, but I slipped inside, planting a soft blow across the padding of his head.

      A whistle pierced the room, calling an end to the match. My shoulders slumped and the subtle buzzing in my ears subsided. But as I turned around, I saw he was beyond hearing.

      Crazed snarls tore through his throat as he closed in. I leapt back, barely staying ahead of the raging attack. Cheers turned into warnings as the crowd urged him to cease. The match was over, but he didn’t seem to care. If he landed even one of these blows… I stumbled back, arms flying wide as I tumbled to the floor.

      A vicious grin flashed across his face as he cocked his arm back, fist clenched.

      —crack!

      Before I had a chance to react, Vidarr was standing over me. Silence rang through the room, interrupted only by the resounding thud of my opponent falling to the ground, knocked out with a single punch.

      “I expect rules to be obeyed.” Vidarr’s fist clenched, his order made more menacing by its steady delivery. This man didn’t need to yell to get his point across. He motioned for a few of the officers to carry the unconscious lump away as I righted myself.

      “Elara is the winner of this match.” He gave a dip of his head in my direction before addressing the silent crowd. “Next.”

      The second round passed quicker than the first, as more people were eliminated. The back half of the building housed the men in the losing brackets. They had two to three matches going at a time, working through the final pairings to determine their rank.

      I used each minute I had to rest and gather my strength. Before I knew it, round two had finished and Vidarr was announcing the pairs for round three–only seven people left.

      “Elara, Zelos, you two are next.” Vidarr motioned for us to step into the circle and take our positions. Shaking out my remaining nerves, squared up to my next partner. Zelos, the name rushed over me. I had seen him around. He was always training.

      Just as we stepped into the ring, the room’s natural buzz hushed to a dull rumble. Everyone in the immediate vicinity quieted, spines straightening as General Alarik Holt entered the arena. He made his way over to Vidarr, muttering something too low to hear, before both turned to watch us.

      A frown formed on my lips as I took in Alarik’s unreadable expression. But what had I been expecting? A brief smile? A nod of encouragement? I didn’t need any special treatment. We weren’t even a thing, I reminded myself. Again.

      “Elara, Zelos, take your positions,” Vidarr instructed.

      Okay, time to focus. I forced myself to ignore Alarik’s presence. Right now, he was just another figure in the crowd, because facing Zelos was going to require all of my attention.

      He was a great deal taller than me, with tanned, sculpted muscles throughout his body. He was strong, but lean enough to not be burdened by the extra weight, and those clever honey brown eyes surrounded by thick lashes were sizing me up.

      I blinked. No, not sizing me up… but checking me out. His head leaned against his thumb and forefinger as if he were working through a difficult problem. Dark lashes drifted over my body as his full lips split into a smirk. “This is the big leagues now, sweetheart. Are you sure you want to mess up that pretty face of yours?”

      A few of the men behind Zelos snickered, but I recovered quickly.

      The whistle blew and we began to circle. Zelos still had that smirk on his face, filled with unconcerned arrogance. “Let’s dance, sweetheart.”

      He forced us around the ring once more, toying with me as I struggled to find an opening. I stepped forward, baiting him into a quick jab. I was able to sidestep the blow—barely. He was faster than the others and quicker to recover, leaving no chance for me to retaliate.

      Carefree laughter issued from him, making my pulse race, but I kept my form in check.

      “Nicely done, sweetheart. You almost had me. Most women want me pounding their pussies, not their pretty little faces, but I may have to make an exception for you—”

      Whack! My leg stung as I landed a solid blow to his ribs. I’d faked right, knowing that I’d favored my right side in the previous matches. I’d hoped Zelos was cocky enough to assume I couldn’t deliver a blow with my left. His mistake.

      He flinched with the force of the hit. I knew we were supposed to keep things to ‘light contact’, but his smug mouth had my blood boiling. He deserved to have a few bruises.

      One point down.

      Zelos’s smirk was gone, tempered with the sting of embarrassment. His jaw ticked as he regrouped. He prowled around me letting the snickering of his friends fuel his movements and unnerve mine.

      “You know, I think you’d look a lot better on your knees.”

      He lashed out, quick as lightning. Two stinging blows hit me, one on each side of my stomach, causing me to buckle over, knees crashing to the ground in front of him. My arms wrapped around my lungs as I desperately gasped for air.

      Leaning down, he brought his lips to my ear, but made sure to speak loud enough for all to hear. “Right where you’re meant to be, sweetheart. You look so pretty at my feet, mouth open and waiting for me.”

      My teeth slammed shut with a snarl. Shoving myself up, I made the mistake of glancing over at Alarik. His jaw ticked. He took a step toward me, fists clenched, but Vidarr halted him with a sharp glare.

      Ignoring the aching throb across my lower ribs, I turned back to Zelos. No distractions. The whistle sounded.

      I moved, feigning right before rounding left. He deflected the blow easily, using the opening to take a shot at my already battered center. My arm came up, just in time to take the hit. I leaned into the block, using the momentum to twist my body around as I spun into a crouch. I lashed out with my leg, sending him to the floor as I swiped his legs out from under him.

      Three to two, in my favor.

      The whistle had barely blown before he was on me, raining blows—right then left—each one forcing me to yield a step as I kept my head protected. Just as I thought he was tiring, he arched back, leg kicking forward to connect with my chest, throwing my body back with the force.

      I slammed onto the floor, teething rattling as I struggled to remember how to breathe. Rolling to my stomach, I pulled in a searing gulp of much needed air. He only needed one more point, while I needed at least two.

      Swallowing the sour taste in the back of my throat, I righted myself to a standing position. Snickering taunts issued from his friends. Refusing to meet Alarik’s eyes, I took a few humiliating steps back into the sparring circle.

      Fire ripped through me with each breath, but I raised my hands all the same, lowering myself into a fighting position. I gave a small nod to Vidarr, indicating that I was ready. The whistle blew. Zelos’s cocky smirk was back in place as he circled me, a wolf playing with a hare.

      “What’s with the scowl, sweetheart?” He faked a few hits, not intending to land any. “Couldn’t find anyone to take care of you? Forced to play soldier instead? Don’t worry. I might be feeling charitable tonight.”

      His fist lashed out. I deflected the first, and the second, but wasn’t fast enough to avoid the whip of his leg crashing into my ribs for the third time today. My body buckled. I was forced to bow forward. He smirked as I fell, crouching next to me as if to help me up.

      Head tilting forward, his breath heated the shell of my ear as he spoke the words just for me.  “I don’t like hurting you, sweetheart, but it's better this way. I’d rather teach you a lesson, then have you get yourself killed.”

      “I can handle myself,” I hissed.

      “You are feisty. But it's best you leave the protecting to the men. Just look at you.” His thumb glided over my bottom lip. “This mouth was made for far more sensual things. I would hate for it to be wasted in war.”

      “Fuck you,” I seethed, but Zelos only laughed.

      “You’re already on your knees for me. There’s no need to beg for it, sweethea—.”

      “Enough.” Alarik’s voice cut through the rumble of laughter as he came to our side.

      I forced myself to stand, my battered stomach twisting further, as I took in Alarik’s clenched fists.

      Vidarr was there in a flash, separating the two. “Okay, the match is over. Zelos won this set. Elara, head over to the back wall and join the others. Zelos, go get some water.”

      “I’m not thirsty, sir,” he challenged, staring up at Alarik.

      “I appreciate the nerve it takes to stare down your general, but there’s no contest here. Go get some fucking water before we’re building you a funeral pyre.”

      Alarik flexed his fist, barely keeping himself check. Zelos noticed the movement too. He held eye contact for a moment longer before dropping his gaze. “Yes, sir,” he said, blowing through the group along the edge of the ring and rushing from the building.

      Vidarr leaned into Alarik, speaking quickly and quietly, making sure their conversation was not overheard. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing? You heard what he was saying.”

      “Yeah, I did, but that’s all it was: talk. If Elara expects to join this team, she’s going to hear a lot worse.” Alarik growled, but Vidarr pushed forward. “Zelos may be a prick, but he’s one of the best fighters we have. He was fighting clean. Elara was the one who increased the intensity of the blows. He only matched the pace she set.”

      Alarik barked an indecipherable reply before turning toward me. “Let’s get you to the infirmary.”

      His hand gripped my shoulder, guiding me away from the ring and toward the exit. Vidarr’s voice called the next pair and the sparring resumed.

      “Wait, what? I have to finish the matches to see where I rank.”

      “The matches are over. The seven participants who make it to the third round are grouped together, though they normally like to keep going until they have a winner. You’re done for the day.”

      He tugged on my arm once more, leading me toward the doors. I looked over my shoulder at the others gathered around the rings, laughing and cheering. That’s where I should be, with those I’d be fighting alongside.

      “Alarik, I’m fine, really. It was just a few punches. I’m the one who increased the intensity of the hits. It was fair.”

      “True, but I know why you did it. The whole training facility heard him,” he growled. “He’s lucky he didn’t get a black eye.”

      “You can’t go around punching every jerk here. I shouldn’t have let him get to me. I can handle it.” I laced my hand with his, giving it a small squeeze of reassurance before letting go.

      His taut shoulders released with an exhale. “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to.”

      He sounded bewildered by the thought. My chest expanded, buzzing with warmth as he led us toward the infirmary. I kept the smile from blooming fully, but I couldn’t stifle the small tilt of my lips that surfaced.

      I knew there were barriers between us, but with his words ringing in my ears and the way his arm wrapped around my waist as he led us away from the others, I allowed myself a moment to believe there wasn’t.
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      “I told you, I’m fine.” I’d repeated the phrase so many times that the words started to sound muddled.

      “She’s right, General,” the healer confirmed, blanching when he caught Alarik’s glare. He cleared his throat before facing me. “You suffered severe bruising on your lower ribs, with slight bruising to your left kidney. I recommend you rest for today—” Alarik cleared his throat. “Umm, for the next three days and drink a lot of water. The bruising will take a week or two to clear. If anything gets worse, come back and see me.”

      He ran out of the room before I could argue.

      I sat up, pulling down my shirt before carefully working my arms through the jacket. “You want me to sit out of training for three days.” I glared. It was a statement, not a question.

      Alarik raised his hands in surrender. “That was the healer’s advice, not mine.”

      “You completely influenced his decision! Three days is ridiculous. Nobody else here was told to wait three days.” I gestured to the surrounding beds just out of earshot beyond the flimsy curtain. There were a few others who had been treated for minor cuts and bruises. All were cleared to return to training as usual tomorrow.

      I zipped my jacket, straightening my spine. “I’ll be returning with everyone else tomorrow.” I stepped around his glaring form, intending to stomp from the building without so much as looking back, but faltered when I caught the chime of Lannie’s voice.

      Ignoring Alarik’s pleas for me to rest, I followed the familiar timbre down the hall until its source was found in an office. Along the wall, there was an official looking document framed behind a stripe of glass: Horace Grant, Master of Healing, Human Studies. Listed below his name and title in bright gold letters, were the words: inde lucem vitae.

      Peeking my head through the open door, I found Lannie sitting opposite the man I presumed was Healer Grant.

      She turned. “Ellie? What are you doing here? I was just talking to Healer Grant about the salves we could offer—oh. You brought Alarik. Does that mean he said yes?”

      Grimacing, I realized I’d forgotten to ask about the healing supplies. I pinned a pleasant enough smile on my face and swiveled to face him. “My sisters are gifted with creating various healing supplies. We were impressed with the selection of plants available in the greenhouse and Cadoc was kind enough to give us his blessing to explore. But we were told you needed to grant your permission before we started creating supplies.”

      Lannie’s hope dimmed as we waited for Alarik to respond.

      “We would also need tins or jars to store them in. We could provide as many salves and tonics as the base needed in return for the supplies.” She dipped her chin toward his forearm, continuing in a small voice. “You’ve already benefited from it. I know I’d be able to improve on that batch with the supplies here. Imagine if every soldier had access to a tin of their own.”

      Alarik brushed his fingers over the pink, nearly healed claw marks across his forearm, a permanent reminder of our encounter with the distorted fae in the woods. “Her concoction did speed up my healing,” he muttered, shrugging.

      Healer Grant’s deep brown eyes peered up through bushy grey brows. His voice was slow, drawing out each syllable as he spoke. “If Miss Tenebris can construct the type of healing supplies she was describing, then I would be very interested.”

      Lannie’s smile stretched wide, her deep brown eyes brightening.

      “But I am also in need of help around here. It is no secret that attacks have been increasing. I would like to see if you have the talents of an apprentice.”

      Lannie’s jaw fell open.

      He cocked his head to the side. “I suppose if you really do not want—”

      “Yes!” She cleared her throat, dropping her voice back to a reasonable level. “I would love to. I never thought to ask. Your skills are—”

      “Yes, yes. Not to worry, child,” he said, waving away her praise like it was nothing. “I look forward to working with you, as well. Why don’t you prepare a few of these salves over the next few days and we can put them to use this week?”

      “Of course. It would be my honor.”

      He nodded before shooing us from his office.

      “Let’s discuss terms,” Alarik stated as the door closed behind us. “Draft a list of the supplies you require. You will have unlimited access to the greenhouse and will keep whatever profits you make outside the base. In exchange, you will heed Healer Grant’s instructions and provide whatever he requires.”

      “Agreed.” Lannie grinned, stepping into the early evening air. “Greer will be so happy. I can’t believe I get to train with Healer Grant. Did you know he trained in the Light Kingdom?”

      I shook my head. She must be really excited. This was the most talking she’d done in a while and in front of Alarik, too. Her energy brought a smile to my face. “That means he trained with the light fae, Ellie. The light fae! I can’t believe I get to learn from him.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be impressed with your skills. My cut hardly left a scar and it's incredible the puncture wounds on Alarik’s forearm didn't fester.”

      Alarik ran a hand over the pink scars. “Thank you, again, for your help.”

      A proud smile blossomed, her cheeks the lightest tint of pink. “You’re welcome.”

      “My brilliant sister, saving the general.”

      Alarik shook his head with a chuckle and walked ahead.

      “I think we finally made it, Ellie,” she whispered. “After all these years of trying to keep Will safe, now we have a chance to do things for ourselves.”

      My heart sank a little at her words. Sometimes it was easy to forget that I wasn’t the only one making sacrifices. My sisters had been beside me, every step of the way, each of us doing our part to make this life the best it could be.

      Especially for Will. Greer and I cared for him often enough, but Lannie had been the one figuring out which teas would help break fevers when he was sick and which ointment to rub across his chest to help when his breathing was labored.

      But here, at the base, we were offered a chance to build something else.

      I glanced up, catching Alarik waiting for us a few paces ahead. “I think you’re right, Lannie. I think this is the start of something good.”
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      “Elara, I need you to check in on your sisters and William. Do not let them near this room. Do you understand me?” Mother instructed, a slight bite to her words. Her hands trembled as she lifted them to Torin’s bleeding body. She worked endlessly, attempting to reattach the skin along his arm, matching the lengths of curled flesh to the shallow gashes marring his body like some twisted puzzle. Small sputters of light flashed from her hands. The skin sealed, holding for only a moment before slouching off again, bringing with it a fresh wave of scarlet.

      I was transfixed to the spot. Mother’s attention never left Torin’s body but she spoke to me in the same quiet tone she used years ago, back when speaking to the parents of ill children. “Torin is not in pain. The fever has placed him in a deep sleep for now, but I need to heal as much of this as I can before he wakes.”

      “Yes, Mother,” I murmured. I spun for the door, too much a coward to look upon Torin any longer. Jem had looked the same—and he hadn’t woken up.

      “And, Elara,” her eerily calm voice stopped me in the hall. “Stay away from Papa’s room.”

      I blinked the sleep from my eyes, not surprised to find a familiar dampness across my pillow. Grief was finicky. Some days the ache was buried, still lingering in the shadowy depths of my mind but muted for the most part. Other times, the memories replayed, forcing me to relive the worst moments of my life.

      My body ached, protesting as I made my way to the sitting room. Deciding to settle into the settee with a book, I let the sleepy hours of the morning drift away until a gentle rapping sounded at my door.

      “El, it’s me,” Lannie’s voice called. “Can I come in?”

      I leapt up to open the door, winching as my ribs throbbed with the movement. “Hey, Sis. What brings you over?”

      Choosing one of the plush chairs across from my own, she answered. “I didn’t see you at breakfast and figured you’d like a pastry.” She set a small bag on the table where my book rested. “They’re not like Sophie’s but they’re still delicious.”

      “I could go for a pastry.” I grinned, biting into the flaky crust as I waited for Lannie to explain what she was after.

      “I heard about the sparring matches yesterday. That's why you were at the infirmary.” I swallowed a particularly sweet bite as I nodded. She frowned. “Can I see?”

      The beginnings of purpling bruises peppering my ribs came into view as I lifted the edge of my shirt. I sent a silent prayer that today’s training would be less physical than yesterday’s.

      “Gods, El. You really should have told me how banged up you were. I’ll make you tea. It should help the bruising and minimize the swelling.”

      “Thanks, Lannie. Any plans for today?”

      “Hello, sisters!” Greer called as the door flew open, unleashing a very talkative Will. “I think you two should spend more time with your brother.” Will bounced through the room, looking through closets, climbing over chairs, and checking out the view from the windows.

      “Training is in an hour.” I protested, before snatching up the books on the table to keep them out of Will’s curious hands.

      “I thought we were going to work on ointments today.” Lannie shot a questioning look at Greer.

      “I want to, but what am I supposed to do with Will?” She gestured to where he was currently inspecting the fireplace.

      “You don’t need to do anything with me,” Will quipped. “I want to train, like Ellie. I’ll just go with her.”

      My sisters’ eyes landed on me.

      “Sorry, Will, but I can’t have an audience and you’re too young for this level of training. Maybe we could see if you can join the other apprentices.”

      He tilted his head to the side, considering. “I want to be a general now, like Alarik. And he said I should start with learning everything I could. He even loaned me a few books and said I could keep them in my room and everything.”

      “Wonderful. Let’s see if there’s an extra spot for you. I’ll ask Vidarr today, but until then, how about you get started on reading the books Alarik brought?”

      “All right,” he called with renewed vigor as he dashed across the hall.

      Greer sat down in a huff, massaging her temples. “We’ve been up for nearly two hours. He said he wanted to walk the base as the sun rose, something about the first rays of light holding hope.”

      Lannie giggled. “I love his imagination.”

      “It is fantastic, isn’t it?” Greer sighed as a soft smile tugged on her lips. “Okay, I’ve been stuck in mommy mode. I need some sister time. El, what’s going on between you and General Holt?” Her voice turned sultry as she said his name, emphasizing his title.

      My heart raced as I recalled the feel of his thumb caressing my hand, the heat of his skin pressing into mine. I shrugged, trying and failing to appear uninterested.

      “Oh, my gods! Something did happen!” She sat-up, eyes wide. Lannie looked at me as well, an excited spark swirling in her deep eyes. They pulled me over to the plush green sofa.

      “Spill!” Greer was practically bouncing with anticipation.

      “It’s nothing, really. We were just studying and then there was this… tension. Nothing happened, but it almost did. I think we almost kissed.” I could feel my cheeks flushing, as Greer let out a high-pitched squeal. “But Vidarr showed up and the moment was over. And then I started rambling about how I basically have no experience with guys.”

      Lannie nudged me. “That's okay though, right? Did it bother him or something?”

      “No, that didn’t bother him.” I traced a finger over my palm, lingering along the places his lips had been. “He was sweet. I thought he would try to kiss me again but it didn’t happen.”

      Daring a glance up, I met Lannie’s wide, hopeful eyes before turning to find Greer’s appraising look. Her lips were held in a firm line, chin shifted slightly down.

      “Oh no, what’s that look for?”

      She took a small breath in, before letting the words tumble out. “I just hope you let yourself be happy.”

      “What do you mean? I am happy.”

      “I know. It’s just that Alarik is a good man. And not just because he is gorgeous, but because he’s actually a decent human. Did you know he’s been checking in on Will? He wanted to make sure he’s adjusting well. He even set me up with an official place in the kitchens. I start next week. With a salary and everything.”

      “He also approved my apprenticeship with Healer Grant,” Lannie chimed in. “It’s official at the start of next week.”

      “I didn’t realize he’d done so much.”

      “He has,” Greer said. “Which is why I want to make sure you give him a real chance. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you don’t exactly let people get to know you. Not that last guy. He was terrible. But the one before that. What was his name? Mike or something?”

      “Emmitt.”

      “Right, Emmitt. What was wrong with him?”

      “Nothing was wrong with him. He just didn’t really want me hunting.” My fingers curved, closing over the hardened skin. “He understood the necessity of it before I met him, but wanted me to stop because ‘it was weird for a woman to have calluses’ and ‘even stranger that I could shoot a bow nearly as well as he could’.”

      “Okay, so maybe he was an ass too. You didn’t almost match his skills with a bow, you were better than him. A lot better.” She shook her head, clearing it of this conversation and getting back on track. “My point is, Alarik is great and so are you. There’s no reason why two great people shouldn’t be together.”

      “Neither of us really wants the pressure of labels, but I think we both want to get to know each other.”

      She lifted a brow. “You’d be open to an actual relationship? Physically and emotionally?”

      My cheeks heated as I turned away. “That’s none of your business, Greer. Just because you choose to be with guys all the time doesn’t mean that I have to.”

      “Hey! It’s not all the time! Gods, El. I’ve had two serious boyfriends. Two. And this isn’t about me. We are talking about you and your inability to be vulnerable.”

      Lannie’s eyes bounced between the two of us, searching for a way to be the peacekeeper, as she normally was. Taking a steadying breath, I met Greer’s eyes. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t matter how many people you choose to be with or how often. I don’t even know why I said that.”

      “You were deflecting.”

      “True. Sorry for being a jerk. Forgive me?”

      “Duh.” She rolled her eyes, “You’re my sister. I love you too, and that’s why I’m not going to drop the subject.”

      My face dropped into my hands. “It’s not like I’m trying to keep people back. There just hasn’t been anyone I’ve felt comfortable around. I’ll work on staying open, okay?”

      Greer beamed as she wrapped me in a hug. I flinched, pulling away from the pain in my ribs. “Oh, right. Sorry about that. I only want you to be happy, sis.”

      “I know. I love you too.”

      We leaned against the counter as Lannie busied herself with tea.

      “Speaking of men, how have things been going with you? It seemed like that bulky guy was into you, the one with the dark hair. Cadoc was it? Any potential?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “He’s all right. He seems like a decent guy and is definitely nice to look at, but I’m not getting much else out of him. He mentally checks out whenever I talk about healing or baking.”

      “That’s disappointing.”

      “Yeah. Not a match. I’m still not dating. I like focusing on myself, especially with the opportunity to study in the kitchen. There will be no time for men.”

      I rolled my eyes, not believing her for a moment. She turned her sights on Lannie. “What about you, little sis? Anyone of interest. I know the base is pretty heavy on the testosterone but there are a few others mulling about.”

      “No one has caught my attention,” she said, handing me a cup of healing tea.

      Greer wiggled her brows at me. “It looks like you’re going to be the one getting the action, El. And we expect to be told all the juicy details.”

      Shaking my head, I drained the tea in two gulps, savoring the honey-sweet taste. “I have training till about mid-afternoon and then I need to get some reading time in. Meet at dinner?”

      “Sounds good. Lannie, are you good with Will?” Greer inquired.

      “Yeah, perfect.” Lannie said. “We’ll see you two tonight.”
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      Ignoring the aching of my bruised body, I headed out the door. A quick jog to the training facility proved that Lannie’s tea was already working. By the time I arrived, the swelling had considerably lessened, and the pain was minimized to a dull soreness.

      Merging with the stream of men entering the building, I stepped throughout the doors to join my team. Numbers were marked through the space, matching the roster mounted near the front with the rankings of yesterday’s matches.

      My eyes drifted down, finding my name with the others who had made it to round three—including Zelos. I groaned at the thought of seeing him again. I’d have to figure it out, though. We were in the same group now, even if he was a prick.

      I moved through the groups toward my team. The six men were chatting easily with one another as I approached. It was clear they’d grown up together, and at the center of the group stood Zelos, his obnoxious smirk firmly in place.

      He caught me staring, the easy smile faltering momentarily before widening into a cold sneer. “Hello, sweetheart.” The others turned with his greeting, ceasing the conversation. “If you wanted to see me again, all you had to do was ask.”

      Not falling for the bait, I ignored the comment, and walked past him to the weapons lining the wall. Based on the other groups, it looked like we were training with blades today.

      “How are those ribs of yours? A little sore?” I flashed a sanguine smile over my shoulder, fingers drifting across various weapons

      “Hardly.” He shrugged, but his smile had lost some of its fire. “We all saw you yesterday, sweetheart. You don’t belong here.”

      My spine stiffened as I selected a thin sword, slightly heavier than I would have preferred, but it would have to do. Forcing my features into a mask of confidence, I turned to face him. “I suppose that’s a matter of perspective. After all, this weak, little girl managed to land two strikes against you, including the first of the match. Had it been a real battle, I assure you, that first strike would have been the last.”

      His sneer smoothed out, as a flash of amusement rolled through him. He stepped closer, reaching across me to choose his own blade. “If you’re going to make statements like that, you need to have the skills to back it up.”

      “Who says I don’t?”

      “Prove it.” His lips twitched as his arms swept toward a secluded corner of the room.

      My eyes darted through the groups of men, looking for Alarik or Vidarr, but they hadn’t arrived yet.

      “What? Can’t fight me unless the general is here to save you? Do you think he was jealous of how perfect you looked kneeling before me?”

      My cheeks flushed as our group let out low whistles.

      “Or is that how you earned your place here? I always thought the general seemed a bit prudish. Sure, he enjoys some light flirting, the occasional overnight guest, but never anything that would risk his position. Unless…”

      Zelos made a show of leisurely looking down my body before his eyes made the slow ascent up. A sinister smile twisted across his face. “Tell me, sweetheart, how many times did you have to fuck him before he promised to train you?”

      There was a sharp intake of breath from the men.

      “I’m not fucking anyone. I deserve to be here, just as much as the rest of you.”

      A wicked grin lit his face as he leaned it. “Prove it.”

      The clash of our blades created an addictive melody as we danced. After his accusations, I expected Zelos to fight dirty, angrily even, but he stayed surprisingly honorable. We spun and ducked, steel chiming, as we dueled. He pushed and taunted, but walked the line of constructive criticism.

      The pummel of his sword found the battered flash of my ribs, once again, and I flinched.

      “That’s the third time your form has dropped.”

      My lungs expanded in rapid breaths, shocks of pain pulsing across my ribs with each one.

      “You say when and we can drop the swords. You know I can make that body of yours feel better.”

      I rolled my eyes, the last few hours acclimating me well to his particular type of motivation.

      “Oh, honey,” I pouted with exaggerated sadness. “It would never work between us. It's not me, it's you.”

      His eyes sparked as his smile grew into a toothy grin. He jerked his chin toward my side. “Do you need to rest, or can you handle a little more?”

      “Let’s dance,” I smirked, wiping the sweat from my brow.

      We increased the tempo, becoming little more than a whirl of steel and wind. I was slow to block as he spun, my lack of foresight earning a hit to my face, the pummel splitting the skin along my cheek. But I corrected my mistakes swiftly, and when he too dropped his guard a moment later, I used the same move on him.

      He barked out a laugh as he swiped the back of his hand across his newly split lip. Blood trickled from the wound, staining his white teeth. He stood there in stunned silence, eyes shimmering.

      “If you’re waiting for me to offer to make you feel all better, it's not going to happen.”

      “Nice work, sweetheart. We may make a soldier out of you, yet.” He laughed, the sound light.

      Raising a brow, I reached for my waterskin. “Careful, Zelos, that almost sounded like a compliment.”

      The mirth of his voice echoed through his features, revealing that he would be considered attractive if he wasn’t such a tool. I took a gulp of water, searching the area once more.

      “You know they aren’t coming, right?” My eyes snapped back to Zelos. “The general isn’t coming. Neither is the lieutenant. They don’t coach every training session. That’s why they have officers.”

      He wiggled his brows, nearly causing me to choke.

      “You have got to be joking. You’re an officer?”

      “The youngest, yet. Don’t act like you’re surprised. You know I’m talented.” His chin tilted up, his brown eyes looking down at me through dark lashes in an amused challenge. Because he was talented, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.

      “Same time tomorrow?” I asked instead.

      “Yeah. Get some rest, sweetheart. You’re going to need it.”
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      A routine had taken shape over the weeks. I’d wake at dawn to join Ember in the mornings. My time with her was more cathartic than anything, composed of liberating sunrise rides or a few rounds through the archery course Vidarr composed.

      Training with Zelos took up the rest of the morning, with extra sessions courtesy of Vidarr in the afternoons. Dinner was spent catching up with my siblings while evenings were reserved for history lessons with Alarik, or, at least, they were supposed to be.

      We had spent the first week together, but now, most nights he was called away to deal with military matters. Ones that I was not privy to. It bothered me. I hated feeling left out, hated more that Alarik would shoot me a sympathetic look each time Cadoc, or Vidarr, or Evander called him away. Like he expected me to throw a tantrum each time he left. Though, if I was honest with myself, he wasn’t too far off the mark.

      I wanted to feel like I belonged, and I guess that was the worst of it. I was still an outsider. They had given me fair warning that I’d be treated like any other new recruit, but I couldn’t help but wish that things were different, that I could somehow prove my worth quicker.

      At least things were going well with Zelos and the others in my training group. Some of the men were still hesitant, but a little more of their stoic pretense was chipped away each day. I wasn’t fully accepted, but it looked like I wasn’t officially on the outskirts anymore, either.

      Today was no different. Zelos’s dirty mouth had the others laughing within minutes at my expense, but my responses had them laughing just a little bit harder. My chest warmed as I recalled the cocky tilt of Zelos’s smile after one of my particularly crude comebacks referencing the pointy ends of swords and the ability to wield weapons effectively.

      My body had grown stronger, adapting well to the new techniques. I wondered if Zelos and Vidarr had been impressed. I wondered if they told Alarik.

      The echo of my feet sounded against the marbled steps as I made the routine trip to Alarik’s floor. The staff had been sent away for another one of the Select’s meetings, leaving the house unusually quiet. I doubted they’d still be here. After an hour or two, the men normally set off to other undisclosed locations. Still, I couldn’t help the flutter of hope that hummed in my chest as I neared Alarik’s floor. Maybe he’d still be here.

      “It's more of the same.” Vidarr’s voice trickled down the stairs. My foot hovered, pausing mid-step. “Witnesses report seeing the emblem of the Dark Kingdom. The creatures appear to have a myriad of fae traits from across the seven kingdoms, but the same cold black eyes and their skin is leached of color, transfixed into a putrid grey.”

      Continuing my ascent at a crawling pace, my ears strained against the surrounding silence.

      Evander’s softer voice spoke next. “Questioning led to nothing further. More ramblings about Neith. I’ll send another scout, but its stone walls are that of legends. Whatever ancient power bestowed its protection millennia ago still stands. I can't prove it, but I can feel it slinking across the stones.”

      “You spoke with the villagers?” Alarik asked.

      “Yes,” Evander answered. “They believed in the strength of Evulka’s sacrifice and wished to stay.”

      Murmurings continued, but the sounds grew faint. I ascended the last of the stairs, creeping across the landing to the door left slightly ajar. Peeking through the narrowed opening, I found the three of them returning from the hallway in the back.

      Evander shook his head. “Possibly, but I don’t think we can afford the men at this point.”

      “It would leave us too vulnerable,” Vidarr agreed.

      I stretched forward, straining to hear, but my clumsy movements eased the door forward. The subtle creak of hinges was nearly imperceptible. The door had moved only a hair, but Evander’s heightened hearing zeroed in on it. Before he could alert the others, I pushed into the room as if it had been my intention from the beginning.

      My eyes found Alarik. “Are we still on for our study date?”

      His gaze darted to the intricately carved wooden clock on the mantel. “I’m sorry, El. I didn’t realize the time. Can you manage without me tonight?”

      I managed last night and all of last week. Swallowing the retort, I widened my smile. “I’ll survive. I couldn’t help but overhear, has there been any new developments?”

      Alarik grimaced. “I can't tell you that. You’re still technically a recruit, though it sounds like you’re flying through the steps, and our study sessions are almost complete.”

      I opened my mouth to insist on answers, but the quick jerk of Evander’s chin told me to let it go. My nostrils flared, but I somehow forced my smile to hold. “Of course. I have plenty to catch up on.”

      “Wonderful.” His eyes sparkled as crossed the room to my side. He lifted a hand, as if to brush back a few of my wayward curls. My breathing hitched as his fingers grew nearer, my head tilting slightly, anticipating the subtle sweep through my hair. But a moment before contact, he let his hand drop.

      “Let me know if you need help. I'll try to stop by if I can. We’ll have a proper review tomorrow before your mission.”

      The mission; the return trip to the trading market in Sonder. It wasn’t me he wanted to see, not really. I should have known that would be his priority. He waited for my confirming nod, as if I could do anything else but agree. I contemplated it for a moment, considering the consequences of demanding to be included, but Vidarr was here. And Evander. And I was much too prideful to beg.

      My strained smile dropped as I turned away, hating the weight that settled in my stomach at knowing he wouldn’t be joining me for another night. I knew he was holding me to the same standard he would hold anyone else to. It wasn’t personal, but maybe that was the problem. I found myself wishing it were.

      Chiding myself at my own foolishness, I returned to my room. After a quick wash and change, I slipped beneath the cool sheets of my bed and lifted a thick volume beckoning me from the nightstand. It was the book Alarik had started with, the one displaying the origins of our world.

      The stories were interlaced with stunning painted images of magnificent, lethal creatures, nearly immortal and utterly ruthless. For the powerful, the time before the seven kingdoms—the time of Ferox had been a world of beauty and magic riddled with prophecies foretelling extravagant adventures. For the weak, it had offered only torture and death.

      I allowed myself a few more pages before shifting through the small stack of books yet to be read. The title, The Dark Kingdom, an Overview, caught my attention. Grimacing, I reached for the volume that was sure to contain blocks of boring facts and dreary documentation, but I needed to understand the dark fae as much as possible with my mission looming. Alarik had confirmed I’d be returning to the trading market in a few days’ time and traveling into the Dark Kingdom soon after.

      The first few chapters reviewed basic information, a little dreary, but not terribly so: dark fae were bloodthirsty creatures of war, the most skilled in battle and the most feared. But I hadn’t known that certain dark fae, mainly those from a royal line, had a particularly heightened affinity for war, one that was only revealed after a fae underwent the settling.

      As with most fae, the transition into maturity not only revealed the extent of a fae’s powers, but also expanded them. It was around this time that aging greatly slowed. For those who knew little of their parentage, it would also serve as an indication of which kingdom they most closely were related to.

      Not all those with fae blood underwent the settling. It was known in areas of human-fae relations that children often weren’t able to complete it. Most could still shift, or call on their fae attributes when needed, but were unable to maintain that level of power for long. Others who had only traces of fae heritage could have inclinations toward certain affinities, such as healing, but were, for the most part, human.

      Most believed it had to do with the amount of fae blood running through your veins, but, according to this book, not all pure fae lines underwent the settling and not all classes of fae had the ability to draw on the magic of Pax. The ability to shift and possibly complete the settling sounded like it was linked with both the amount of fae blood and the strength of the individual.

      I absentmindedly flipped through a few more pages. The settling sounded similar to puberty, but instead of acne, you got extra powers. Wouldn’t that be nice.

      An image of flesh and shadows snagged my attention, my hands stilling on the page. I focused on the passage beside it: Out of all fae, the dark fae are considered to be the most primal, their desire for war second only to their desire for pleasure.

      The dark fae are often sought for sexual pleasure. Like the tactics utilized in battle, their abilities allow them to sense the emotions of their partner or partners. This emotional bridge allows the dark fae to better understand their partner(s) response to physical pleasure, allowing for a more satisfying experience for all parties involved.

      Dark fae scholars insist that there are many levels to a pleasurable release, pointing out that some are shallow, only allowing the body enjoyment, while others delve deeper, connecting with a being’s essence as well as the body to achieve true euphoria. Dark fae believe others too often confuse the physical release of sex with love.

      It is theorized that dark fae hold the notion of love to describe a deeper soul connection. Unlike other fae, once a bond of love is established among the dark fae, it is unlikely to waver. Many choose to remain single, avoiding such connections, while others partake in polyamory, finding it a more comprehensive and enjoyable experience. When questioned, most insist that it is rare to find only one who can meet both their physical and spiritual needs. Of note: though there are some who prefer monogamous pairings, which are viewed neither superior nor inferior to the more commonly practiced polyamorous or open relations of the north.

      The next chapter will focus on the art of physical pleasure—

      I slammed the book shut, puzzled by the tightening low in my belly. Despite the spark of intrigue that had ignited, I knew the dark fae were nothing more than monsters. There shouldn't be anything appealing about them. There wasn’t.

      Abandoning the book on my pillow, I made a cup of tea before searching through the remaining texts sprawled across the table. I had read nearly all of them. There was only one title left: War of the Fae Kingdoms.

      Stretching wide on the sofa, I glared at the thick binding. It was sure to be useful, but I had already attempted to wade through its pages twice without success.

      Instead, my eyes flickered to a smaller book with worn edges and a broken binding. I’d read it numerous times, but the playful banter of the heroine and her beautifully broken love interest never ceased to spike my interest, not to mention the aftermath of said playful banter.

      We hadn’t had many growing up, but I’d found a refuge in books, and in the refuge they offered. The tales enthralled me. Reading lightened the mundane burdens of reality. I looked over the particularly thick textbook once more. Well, at least most books did. Reaching my limit of studying for the night, I picked up my favorite romance novel. I was just getting comfortable when a knock sounded at the door.

      “Come in,” I called, surprised my sisters would bother knocking at all. I turned back to the book, marking my place with a bit of parchment as I was interrupted by another knock.

      Leaving my book on the edge of the table, I made my way to the door and swung it open. “I said come in—”

      Bright green eyes and sandy blond hair stared back at me. I blinked and then recovered. “Alarik? What are you doing here?”

      His eyes widened as they took in my appearance, trailing down along my favorite shirt. It had been washed more times than I could count, and the thin fabric did very little to conceal the lack of undergarments beneath. My chestnut hair was loose, full of messy waves tumbling down my back, the tips falling just short of where Alarik’s gaze lingered.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I fought off the hint of a smile. “Is there something you need?”

      “You look beautiful.”

      I snorted, starting to turn away, but the gentle touch of his fingers along my arm stalled me.

      He brushed a piece of hair away from my face, his hand tracing the curve of my ear before trailing along my cheek. The gesture was as soft as I had imagined, my skin left burning where his fingers had been. I willed the fluttering of my stomach to calm. He’d been clear about not being able to handle anything resembling a relationship. We had been. Besides, that wasn’t what I wanted, anyway, I told myself. The thought sounded hollow, even to me.

      “I mean it, El. I’ve never seen you so… relaxed.”

      “Maybe it wouldn’t be such a shock if I’d seen you for more than a handful of minutes over these past few weeks.”

      He grimaced. “You know I didn’t have a choice in that.”

      Didn’t he though? The words begged to be asked, but I had missed him and didn’t want to risk a fight. “Do you want to come in?”

      “I would love to.” He strolled over to the couch, zeroing in on my book of choice. His brows shot up. “I can see you were in the middle of studying.”

      “I was just taking a break,” I stammered, snatching the book back. “I’ve been studying all night.”

      “If you need help studying that particular subject, I’d be more than happy to be your tutor.”

      “What makes you think I need tutoring?” I flashed a sultry smile back at him, earning an intrigued but confused look. Feeling bold, I confessed, “Not every release requires a partner. I think I’ve mastered the subject quite well on my own.”

      His eyes grew hooded as he stepped closer. “Interesting. And if I wished to teach you, anyway?”

      I couldn’t stop the color rising to my cheeks, deepening as he raised his palm to the rosy tint. My breathing hitched as his thumb brushed across the stain.

      “So beautiful,” he whispered. “I know we agreed we had other priorities and that there could be nothing serious between us.”

      I nodded, unable to speak. We had agreed. He had the base to look after and made it clear he wasn’t yet ready for a relationship. And me? I had never allowed myself to be open, not really. I had a few past interests but hadn’t felt the need to expose more of my mind to them. And though Alarik felt somehow different, I wasn’t sure I was capable of being vulnerable.

      “Nothing has changed,” he said. It was almost a plea.

      “Nothing,” I agreed. His eyes dipped, tracking the shifting of my lips as the word left. I should pull away. This wouldn’t end well, but I found I didn’t want to move.

      He leaned in until his breath fanned my lips and the heat of his body seeped into mine. I was sure his mouth would brush against my lips, but a moment before, he paused.

      “So, we are agreed?” he murmured. “To share only our nothingness?”

      “Yes,” I whispered, my stomach fluttering as I gave the faintest of nods. And then the space between us dissolved.

      Soft lips pressed against mine in a slow, sweet kiss. He pulled back, the abrupt loss of him causing my eyes to flicker open.

      “That’s it?” The words were out before I could stop them.

      He huffed a surprised laugh as his mouth captured mine once more, but this time it was fueled by my challenge. My heart raced as his arms came around me, pressing the small of my back into his hardened body.

      Reveling in the feel of our lips meeting, I melted into him. I had been kissed before, but never like this. There had never been the urge to further it, to seek more. To feel more.

      Electricity sparked and surged through me. I had forgotten how to breathe. How to think. And it didn’t matter. All that mattered was this. Us. Our bodies pressed close and the taste of his lips on mine.

      Alarik’s hand trailed up my back as our breathing quickened, his fingers tangling in the loose strands of my damp hair, tugging my head back into a better angle. His tongue licked against my lips, demanding entrance.

      I yielded, my lips parting of their own accord. My hands slid up his body, discovering the delicious planes of his stomach, his chest, before curving around his neck to pull him closer. The flicker of his tongue grazed my bottom lip, nipping playfully before claiming me once more. Pressing closer, the tips of my nipples brushed against his firm chest. The subtle scrape shot through my veins, pooling low in my belly.

      A shiver ran up my spine as his hand slipped beneath the hem of my shirt. His fingers traced swirls along my skin, the warmth of his touch leaving scorched trails in their wake. I pressed up on to my toes, deepening the kiss, demanding more, willing his hands to continue their path. To where, I wasn’t sure. I wanted to feel them everywhere. All at once.

      —A loud creak sounded from my door, with a small, sleepy voice following it. “Ellie?”

      Will’s presence was like a bucket of ice water. Alarik and I shot apart, chests heaving, as we both fumbled to right ourselves. My shirt fell into place easily enough. Alarik turned away from the door a moment before Will pushed through.

      “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Kneeling by his side, I spared an apologetic look for Alarik who was hastily adjusting his pants.

      Will looked up, eyes widening as he realized who was in the room with us.

      “Was it a nightmare, again?” I asked, brushing back a silver curl.

      He nodded, looking from Alarik and back to me. “The emptiness, it's happy right now. They killed everyone—”

      “Shhh, it's okay, Will. We won’t let the emptiness get you. Do you want to stay with me tonight?” He nodded his small head against my shoulder as I gathered him up in a hug. “Okay. We can leave the light on, too. Does that sound good?”

      He nodded once more as I carried him to bed. After Will was tucked in and his faint snores resumed, I crept out of the room, returning to find Alarik waiting on the settee.

      “Sorry. He has nightmares sometimes. I think that’s why he wants to learn how to fight. Maybe it will make him feel safer.”

      Alarik looked to the room where Will slept, his features softening. “I’ll spend more time with him.”

      “It’s okay. I know you’re busy. Greer said she got him into the apprentice classes.”

      “That’s only schooling. He won’t see fighting techniques for another few years. If he were my brother, I’d train him. I want to teach him.”

      Something cracked in my chest, flooding me with a soft contentment, as I sat down beside him. “Okay, I’ll ask him tomorrow, but the answer is going to be yes. You’re his favorite person.”

      I relaxed against Alarik’s chest, the tension in my body easing as I breathed in the scent of sandalwood mixed with a hint of cloves. “Was there a reason you stopped by tonight?”

      Emerald eyes met mine before he pressed a soft kiss to my lips. “I didn’t want to end the day without seeing you, but we should both get some rest. Goodnight, Elara. Our study dates resume tomorrow evening.”

      I bit my lip as I watched him leave, drinking in the view. “I look forward to the lessons.”
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      My body felt refreshed from a dreamless sleep, and I found I was eager for the day to pass and for evening to arrive. Vidarr had given me today and tomorrow off in preparation for my mission the following day, but I doubted Zelos would make such a concession.

      I was right. Training with the men flew by, and my hand-to-hand combat skills were already improving. I managed to land three blows sparring against Zelos and secured wins in two-out-of-three of my other matches.

      The men wiped towels across sweat soaked foreheads as they filed out of the training ring and into the warm afternoon sun, but Zelos trailed after the others, lingering as I gathered my things.

      “You’re looking good out there, sweetheart. Another few weeks under me and you might just stand a chance. I’d even be willing to indulge you with a few private lessons, if you ask nicely.”

      I snorted. “Not going to happen, Zelos.”

      He stepped back, eyes lighting with mirth as his hands clutching his chest in mock pain. “Ouch. But that’s fine. I’m more than happy to keep showing you up in front of the guys.”

      “We’ll see. As you said, I’m looking pretty good.”

      “That you are.”

      A flash of copper hair caught my eye. Evander had asked me to meet him after class, but didn’t say what for.

      Zelos followed my gaze. “I’ll see you tomorrow, sweetheart. But don’t expect me to take it easy on you just because you have a recon mission the following morning.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” I smiled back.

      Evander waited till Zelos passed before shooting a disbelieving look over his shoulder. “It looks like you’re settling in well.”

      “I feel like I’m making progress.”

      “That makes this a little easier,” he stated flatly. My brows knit together as he took a deep breath. “I know I was meant to stay for another month, but I’ve been called away for patrol along the Light Kingdom’s western border. I’ll return as soon as I can, but I have to maintain my position within the Legion of the Light.”

      My stomach twisted. I knew he had to go back, but I couldn’t help the feeling of foreboding that swept through me. I gave his hand a squeeze. “Just… be careful.”

      “Always, sis.” His shoulders relaxed as we started toward the door. “I’m taking Colt with me. Be sure to keep up with Ember. She’s grown used to your visits.”

      “That won’t be a problem. I love spending time with her.” We stepped into the warm afternoon air, the worst of the humidity not yet here.

      “Good. I caught up with Greer and Will today at lunch. She’s secured a tutor, despite Will being two years younger than the other apprentices. The tutor agreed to make an exception once he met Will. He was impressed by his eagerness.” Evander chuckled. “Will even asked for homework.”

      Of course, he did.

      “Lannie was busy with Healer Grant, but I managed to say goodbye. She’s thriving and Healer Grant is ecstatic. Each of her concoctions are better than the last.” He released a slow contented breath. “It's nice to see everyone happy.”

      “I know things growing up weren’t the easiest but thank you. We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you.”

      “I’ll always be here for you, little sis. Always.”

      We walked through the base, enjoying the bright afternoon sun. It was hard to believe time had passed so quickly. It felt like a mere blink, but I was due to return to Sonder the day after next.

      The attacks had continued to work their way north, peppering along human settlements just outside the Borderlands, but we still didn’t know who was behind the strikes. There had been no further leads, keeping the dark fae as the favored suspects.

      All of Pax knew their reputation, but doubt had started to stir in my mind. I was determined to discover something of use this time at the market. At the very least, I’d be able to update the Select Guard on Alderidge’s plans. From what Vidarr had shared, his speeches had only grown more vulgar, demanding an uprising of humans against fae.

      Evander cleared his throat as Alarik’s residence came into view, his face carefully neutral. “I’ve heard the study sessions with General Holt have been going well.”

      “They are. He’s been busy, so it's been mostly me, with him checking in every few days, but I’m picking up the information quickly.” I focused on the road in front of us, fighting to keep the blush from showing. “We’re meeting again tonight.”

      His eyes narrowed, zeroing in on the faint pink sheen staining my cheeks, but he didn’t press the issue. “Stay safe, El. Be smart. I’ll be back in a week or two.”
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      In anticipation for tonight’s study date, I spent extra time in the shower, brushed my teeth, and selected a comfortable yet flattering pair of pants that Greer helped pick out. The shirt I’d chosen was a soft blue, which Greer assured me complimented my hazel-blue eyes. She insisted I leave my hair loose and helped shape a few of my rowdier curls until they were the perfect balance of wind-tossed and tamed.

      Body humming, I ascended the last of the steps. I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves, before pushing through the doors.

      They gave way easily to the dimmed space, devoid of sound. My sandaled steps echoed through the large room, the walls mocking my solo presence.

      “Alarik?” I called, padding toward the back of the hall. The doors stood slightly ajar, but they too were coated in darkness. Empty.

      My stomach twisted. I’d rushed through the day to get to this moment, when he and I could be together again without the pressures of base surrounding us. Had he not felt what I had last night? Gods, he probably had forgotten about our plans. If not forgotten, then he had chosen to be somewhere else. Chosen something more important.

      I felt a piece of myself crumple. How could I have been so stupid. We’d agreed there was nothing between us. We’d agreed there never could be. Foolish tears threatened my eyes, springing from embarrassment and rejection, but I refused to surrender to them. We had promised nothing. If only my irrational heart had understood.

      A desperate need to leave surged within. There was no need for Alarik to realize how pathetic I’d become. I raced down the steps, intending to flee into my room for the evening, but caught sight of Zelos standing before my door.

      His head turned, fist hovering over the door from where he had just knocked. “El, is that you?”

      Hastily wiping away the damp patches across my cheeks, I pulled together an easy smile and walked toward him. “That’s the first time you’ve used my name.”

      Lifting a brow, his lips twitching. “Don’t worry, I won’t make it a habit. I know you like the pet name.”

      I shook my head, but welcomed the small smile his teasing brought. “So, what’s going on? More threats for tomorrow’s training?”

      He attempted a light smile, but his eyes were weary. He held out a small envelope, a wax seal firmly in place. “Actually, the general wanted me to deliver this.”

      My face fell as I reached for it. I stared at the neat scrawl of my name, forcing a calmness to my words. “You saw him?”

      “No. He left me instructions to deliver this to you. He was called away to deal with an occurrence.”

      “An occurrence?”

      “I’m not a part of the Select Guard. I don’t have information to give you. My instructions were to deliver this to your room after dinner. He gave me a recap of the mission’s objectives, but I figured we’d go over those tomorrow if he wasn’t back.”

      “Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow, then?” I could feel my mask faltering and I didn’t want Zelos here when it happened.

      “Wouldn’t miss it, sweetheart.”

      Offering a grateful smile, I slipped inside my room, tearing through the seal of the letter as the door closed. A hasty scrawl awaited me, one in which Alarik explained that he was called away to investigate an ambush on a small town just inside the Borderlands. If he hadn’t returned before I was due to leave, my orders were to complete the mission at Sonder.

      I flipped the note over. It was blank. No goodbye or good luck. Nothing about last night or promises for the future. It was only a quick jot of instructions, something a general would issue to a subordinate.

      Because that was what we were.

      The prick of tears gathered at the corners of my eyes, born of my traitorous, foolish heart. I didn’t bother wiping them away when they tumbled free.

      The evening sky was of the softest purple with only the brightest stars winking to life, but I wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep. Tomorrow, I would package my emotions up into the carefully constructed vault they were used to residing in. But for now, I let each foreign feeling wash over me, drowning me with naïve desires for a future that was never mine to dream of.
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      The entire Select Guard had left with Alarik and had yet to return the next day, so Zelos briefed me on my expectations for the mission: Discover any and all movements of the dark fae, particularly in regard to their rogue factions. I was also to provide an update on Alderidge’s plans for possible mobilization of a human force.

      The market was only a few miles from base, so we left early the next morning, reaching the large wooden barn without incident after only a few hours of travel. The crowds had picked up, meaning Alderidge would start his speech soon, if he hadn’t already.

      I stopped at Sophie’s booth for a brief hello. She rattled off a quick update, gushing about how Lucy’s belly was starting to show and how Liam couldn't be prouder. The nausea had finally left her, and she was regaining some of her strength. In return, I shared a short summary of my sisters and Will, before bidding her goodbye.

      A creeping feeling of unease clawed its way up my spine as I neared the back of the hall. Though the market was packed with larger crowds than I’d seen in months, there was something missing. My eyes darted to the surrounding tables before expanding out. With a small gasp, I realized there were no fae. It would seem Alderidge’s hatred for fae hadn’t gone unnoticed by the southern kingdoms and precautions had been taken.

      There was a sizable group around Alderidge’s table. He stepped onto a small raised platform as I pressed forward, launching into a rehearsed speech while brandishing weapons as he performed. His voice boomed with the need for vengeance, calling all humans to heed his words.

      I knew these words. He’d given a nearly identical speech last month. Sinking further into the shadows, I watched as others surged forth, jeering and cheering, while Alderidge urged humans to take up arms and demand freedom from fae, the dark fae, in particular.

      He alluded to the tides of war changing, to the mounting surge of human resilience against the mistaken fae who thought to call themselves our masters. Alderidge’s cold black eyes flashed with malice as he watched his audience descend into his carefully constructed web of unrest.

      His support had grown. Despite his demand for human rights, I felt only a rising sense of dread. I watched as tensions grew, as Alderidge’s words took root, sowing seeds of distrust and fear. Though he offered no proof of the dark fae’s involvement, the crowd cheered, all the same. My stomach twisted as he spoke of organizing a human militia, of venturing across the Dark Kingdom’s southern border and demanding justice. It would be suicide.

      Having heard enough, I turned from the crowd. I doubted there would be any fae present, let alone the dark fae, but I’d still look. Perhaps I’d explore the town.

      A flicker of movement caught my attention. It was nothing more than a flash of dull brown, but the movement was precise, skilled even, and heading in the opposite direction of the crowd.

      I followed like a moth to a flame, slinking along the wall, until the cloaked form settled into a seat at a corner table. A short, petite woman with silver hair and dark brown eyes launched into furious whispers with the stranger’s approach. A scowl was etched across her features as she waved her hands in obscene gestures toward the mob.

      Definitely not with Alderidge. Good.

      A warm chuckle rumbled around me—through me—drawing my eyes to the back of the cloaked figure, his chest still shaking with laughter. He stood, slipping around the table. The cloak shifted, revealing thick, toned arms with dark brands trailing up his tanned skin. He reached for a bottle of what appeared to be ale, his strong hands flexing, as he opened it, before taking a seat.

      I took a step away from the wall, drawn toward him. A warrior lay beneath the hood, if only I could catch a glimpse of his face.

      A petite woman with large glasses stepped in my path. I was vaguely aware of her pointing to the hand-painted sign on a table piled with bath oils and salts. Glancing over my shoulder, I realized this would be the perfect vantage point to overhear the cloaked figure’s conversation.

      Edging as close as I dared, I drifted to the far end of the booth, allowing my eyes to wander over the pair. The woman was small but feisty, the kind of attitude that came from decades of seeing the world change. But the man, gods, the man was a giant—taller even than most fae.

      He sat, straddling the stool, dwarfing it with his size. The outline of one powerful thigh strained against the black fabric of his pants, the sculpted muscle visible beneath. His hood stayed drawn, but the strength etched across every muscle of his body indicated this was a man who didn’t shy away from battle.

      “We killed another hundred two nights ago,” he breathed, his deep voice flaming an unbidden warmth within me. “But when one group is put down, another three take its place.”

      I blinked. Did he just say, ‘killed another hundred’?

      The woman glared at him, her blue eyes sharp as she responded. “Same as before?”

      He took a swig from the bottle, swallowing loudly before answering, “Yes. All with the Dark Kingdom’s insignia.”

      “Any leads?”

      “Nothing new. Even the creatures we’ve persuaded have revealed nothing more than an interest in the village of Neith. We’re watching. It remains safe, for now.”

      Neith. From what Evander could find, it remained a peaceful, quaint village established for centuries just inside the southern border of the Dark Kingdom. It was surrounded by rivers and housed human and fae, alike. But I knew of nothing particularly powerful about it.

      “It doesn’t make sense. The attacks are sloppy. Even these idiots know something is going on.” A wave of the woman’s hand indicated she was talking about Alderidge’s lot. “It’s only a matter of time before they run off and get more people killed.”

      “I’m aware of the lack of time, Anita. I didn’t come here for a lecture.”

      “You should have expected it, boy. What with folks dying off left and right, and me having to keep everything hush hush. It’s a miracle there hasn’t been a full-on uprising, yet.”

      The black cloak shook with subtle laughter. The sound was deep and strong, transforming the smooth voice into a warm embrace, before giving way to a tired sighed. “You’re right.”

      “Of course, I am.” Anita blinked. “About what?”

      His answering laughter rang louder this time. “About the amount of attention. The royals would never allow this much notice, but it’s too clean and involves too many troops to not involve the power of the royals. Each kingdom suffered losses with the initial wave, human and fae alike, but these attacks… They are focused. Strategic. I know there’s a pattern to be found and yet I cannot discern what it might be.”

      Anita’s eyes cut into the figure like freshly sharpened steel. “There have been rumors, you know.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, oh. Rumors that say this—all of this death and suffering for the past seven years—is the work of The Dark Phoenix.” His spine stiffened, but she continued, reciting a disconcertingly familiar line. “A phoenix’s vengeance will rise, severe and unbending. With it, torment will reign, unchecked and unending.”

      My skin pebbled as a cold that had nothing to do with the temperature crawled through me. There was a tugging in the recesses of my mind, a clouded memory swirling on the periphery, just out of reach.

      “That's enough.” His words were like ice water splashed across burning coals. “The phoenix, the dragon, the lotus—they are all myths. Taken and distorted by the unreliable filter of time into what little information is left now.”

      Anita started, but he gripped her hand in a silent plea for her to hear him out.

      “I believe in the word of the goddess as much as you. But there have been no indications this is the fulfillment of one of the great prophecies. Trust me when I say that I have thoroughly looked into it. That being said, I’ve just come from the Light Kingdom.”

      Anita stilled.

      “I wasn’t able to break through to the inner city. Most of the outer provinces were oblivious, completely unaware of the destruction surrounding them. A few of the more… open minded settlements were destroyed. No clues left for us to find, either. Everything was burned to rubble.”

      “Just like the others?” The hood dipped in a nod. Her lips thinned. “The settlements, were they all human?”

      “Mostly. Some of the victims were fae, but from what we can tell, only fae friendly with humans or those of mixed blood have been targeted.” His eyes darted toward Alderidge. “There was an attack a few nights ago, the first within the Borderlands.”

      Anita’s eyes widened. “Why wasn’t it reported? I would have thought Alderidge would pounce on that sort of news.”

      “Why indeed,” the dark figure muttered, head turning toward the swarm hovering around Alderidge. He took a slow drink, revealing the hint of dark stubble lining a strong jaw. “The strike was different from the others. It was a group of humans this time, demanding the humans of the town free themselves from their fae oppressors. Never mind the town was home to those of mixed descent and blended families who had been peaceful for the past century.”

      “How bad was it?”

      “A few were hurt. No lives were lost. It was more about containing the mob. The Select Guard arrived the next day. I knew they had informants; even so,” his voice pitched with amusement. “Their response time was impressive.”

      I blinked. The Select Guard? Was that where Alarik had gone?

      “The dark fae have lost the most lives, next to humans, of course. The Earth and Water Kingdom continue to feign ignorance of any such happenings. But I’ve seen the destruction of their territories firsthand.”

      “And the others?” Anita prompted after he had fallen into silence. “Has Dragcor made his decision?”

      The hood nodded. “Ryuu’s made sure we have the Air Kingdom’s backing. The Fire Kingdom doesn’t seem to be buying into the slander, either. At least not yet.”

      Realizing I was staring, I reached blindly for a jar of bath oils to maintain my façade, my mind buzzing with his words. Why would the Dark Kingdom be suffering losses if they were the ones responsible for the attacks?

      “Those bigoted arses. They know damn well someone’s killing off the humans and anyone showing us a lick of kindness,” Anita snapped. The dark figure chuckled, earning him an angry glare. “Look here, boy. This is not the time for jokes.”

      “Why do you insist on calling me boy when I am centuries older than you, girl?”

      Centuries? My grip loosened around the narrow vial I’d been holding. The sharp sound of breaking glass splintered around me, drawing a ring of attention from those within earshot, including the cloaked figure.

      Warm cinnamon eyes streaked with darker flecks snapped to mine, peering out beneath the shadows of his hood. I froze, but my heart beat frantically.

      Gods, he was huge. The cloak was fastened across his chest, but thick bands of sculpted muscle peeked through to coat every inch, forming the warrior god before me. A wave of heat flooded my cheeks as another pooled low in my stomach. His nostrils flared, lips stretching into a wicked grin.

      I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth, praying to the gods that I hadn’t accidentally spoken my thoughts out loud. His deep eyes released mine, dropping to track the movement of my lip, drifting to the deepening blush across my cheeks, until they captured me in their gaze once more.

      Fathomless depths twinkled with mischief, daring me to come closer, tempting me to play. The tempo of my heart fluttered to a rapid hum as I took a single step forward. His smile shifted into a tantalizing taunt. Were those fangs?

      If only I could see him clearer… The crunch of glass cut through the spell as I made to take another step. The small lady who was selling the oils had appeared with a broom and bucket, making quick work of cleaning my mess. I helped her with the remaining pieces, depositing coin on her table for the broken vial.

      When I glanced up, the cloaked figure was gone.
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      I clung to Ember as we dashed through the thriving forest. The sun had only just crept past midday, leaving plenty of time for our return trip and I intended to use every moment to wrap my mind around what I’d heard.

      Alarik had mentioned military operations, but gods, I doubted even he realized the extent to which all of Pax was involved. If what the cloaked figure said was true, villages in each kingdom had been destroyed.

      The dark fae have lost the most lives, next to the humans.

      How was that possible? They were the ones responsible for this mess, weren’t they? Though, I suppose a rogue faction of fae wouldn’t be bound by loyalty to a kingdom.

      And what was all that talk about the humans instigating a fight within the Borderlands?

      Based on the way the people of Sonder had responded to him, Alderidge could very well have been behind the altercation. The cloaked figure had studied Alderidge, as a predator would another carnivore. Not with fear, but with heedful caution. Though he seemed nothing more than a hateful human, perhaps Alderidge was someone we’d need to watch more closely.

      Families across Pax continued to be slaughtered and it was glaringly obvious that humans were the target. How many had died these past seven years? How many others thought their lives had been shaped by that cursed storm, when it had been the work of much darker, vindictive forces all along?

      Ember and I rushed through the forest, pushing the boundaries of speed and time, but before either of us realized, the trees started to shift. The trunks had grown wider, the underbrush thicker, and all around us there was a growing haze. Not quite fog or clouds, but a murkiness that distorted the light, throwing us into a space suspended between morning and night.

      I felt it, then. It was nothing more than a twist of my gut, the minute tugging across my skin as fine strands of hair stood on end, but I knew there was something waiting for me.

      A low thrum rose to greet me, emanating from the earth itself. It was calling, begging me to follow.

      And I did.

      Urging us onto untraveled paths, I turned away from the promise of clear skies and moved further into the warped branches that beckoned me.

      Ember’s ears pressed back, her gait slowing as we wove through tangled vines and gnarled roots. The forest grew thick with collecting shadows. A distant part of me knew I shouldn’t be here. I sensed the charge held within the hushed silence, pleading with my body to listen, to turn back. But the draw was too great. I pushed forward.

      The low, steady vibrations summoned me. We wove deeper, chasing the eerie enchantment until we came to a grove of awaiting darkness.

      I vaguely remembered sliding off Ember’s back. I dimly recalled her taking a few unnerved steps in retreat as I crept nearer. A barrier of crumbling stones slowed my approach, ensnared by a network of twisted vines and thorns, as if some primal part of the forest sought to hide them.

      My attention was drawn beyond the ring of stones to the shrouded grove beyond. There was something else there—something within—hidden from my human eyes.

      I stepped closer, my foot landing atop the nearest stone. An electric shock wrapped around my ankle, surging up through my body in painful spurts as the shadows flared to life. Marbled blue-silver swirls pulsed from toppled boulders and crumbling rock, spiraling in toward the dense center. But it remained impenetrable, nothing more than a pit of churning black.

      Another blast of power tore through me, wrenching a scream from my lungs. My spine snapped back, arching with the searing current. My muscles seized, forcing my body into a warped contortion as a dark, cold presence dove into the recesses of my mind.

      I was helpless to stop the invasion. Ruthless claws shredded through my memories, mercilessly digging, hunting for something, until the very center of my being was unveiled, and the assault ceased.

      My eyes snapped open, pupils focusing on the ancient temple at the heart of the blackness. I wanted to enter, needed to obey her command, but before I could cross the stone circle, Ember was before me.

      Frantic shrieks pierced the fog surrounding my mind. She reared up, thrusting me back with a brutal shove. I crashed against the earth, the jolt severing the remains of whatever spell had gripped me.

      Heart thundering against my ribs, I snapped my attention to the temple. But I found nothing more than the twisted branches of an ancient forest. The hairs along my neck pricked as icy dread snaked down my spine. I hurled myself onto Ember’s back, legs clenching as we fled.
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      We ran. We ran as if we could outpace the madness behind. I paid no attention to the slap of branches against my arms and legs nor the sharp stings that followed. Crouching lower, I desperately willed my body to forget the macabre kiss of darkness that had ravaged my mind. I felt it still; the lingering effects of its cold touch. The foreign presence was gone, yes. But I felt irrevocably changed.

      I knew it was impossible. Nothing was able to invade the mind. No fae possessed powers like that. It must have been an illusion, or a parasite projecting images meant to incapacitate me before it struck. Thank the gods for Ember. I leaned into her, letting her bright presence ground me as we raced toward the base.

      My eyes automatically sought the flash of copper hair as we returned to the stables before I remembered Evander was away. My heart sank. He would have believed me, even if it ended up being nothing more than a lower creature playing tricks on me. Evander would have taken the threat seriously. But he wasn’t here.

      The rest of the horses had returned, though, meaning their riders were back as well. I raced to Alarik’s residence, flying up the stairs, needing to speak to him—to hear words of reassurance—just needing to be with him.

      But as I flew up the stairs and reached his doors, it was quickly apparent he was not alone.

      The entire Select Guard was present, minus Evander, though Zelos pacing in the back of the room seemed to make up for his absence. They were deep in conversation, volleying ideas off one another and unaware I’d joined them. From what I could gather, they were developing plans for the next wave of evacuations.

      Another strike had occurred. Another village full of lives destroyed. It had taken place only a few miles from where they had been, with no discernible traces of the enemy. It was like all the others: tracks within the town, evidence of a vast army, and then nothing.

      “What of the people in the village?” Zelos asked.

      Vidarr gave a tight shake of his head. There were no survivors. There never were.

      The look of devastation across Alarik’s face was like a serrated dagger piercing flesh. More lives lost. He would view this as a failure on his part, even though there was no way he could have known.

      I took a step into the room, eyes locked on him. Someone needed to tell him this wasn’t his fault.

      Green eyes flashed to mine, and I could have sworn I saw the weight across his shoulders lighten, just a hair. “El, when did you get back?”

      “Just now. But it sounds like you’re in the middle of something.” My eyes looked past him to the others who were deep in conversation. Zelos was the only one looking in our direction.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard, but there was a strike just outside the Borderlands, a mere stone’s throw from where we had been. We heard nothing, El. That area had scouts. We should have seen something. There were no signs of an army and yet an entire village was decimated.” He ran a hand through his wildly tossed hair.

      I had no explanation to offer and so remained silent.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to be here before you left. How did it go? You look a little shaken. Did something happen?”

      The words were spoken with concern much too intimate for our current setting. My eyes darted around the room, witnessing the most skilled warriors of the human race unravel. Alarik was their anchor. They needed him to tame the situation and construct a plan. He was the tether, the voice of reason in an otherwise reasonless world.

      “El?”

      I wanted nothing more than to fall into his arms, to allow someone else to shoulder this burden with me. So much of my life was me never breaking. Even with my sisters, I sought to keep the worst from them. It would have been nice to tell him about the presence in the forest, to have him calm me as he did everyone else, but he had more important priorities right now.

      “It’s nothing.”

      He nodded, too distracted by the clamor of the room to sense the lie. He led me over to a table, off to the side of the others’ conversations.

      “And the mission, what information did you gather at Sonder?”

      “Alderidge is as terrible as ever. He’s demanding humans revolt against fae. I hate the way we are treated as much as the next human, but he isn’t being smart about it. There’s no strategy. He’s only going to get more humans killed.”

      “He nearly did. We were called away to stop a mob of humans from ripping a peaceful village apart. Their only goal was to end the fae. A few gave us Alderidge’s name.”

      So, he had been behind the attack.

      “What of the Dark Kingdom?”

      The image of the cloaked figure flashed in my mind. “None of the normal fae were present, not with Alderidge there, but there was this one man. I’m not sure if he was fae because he kept his hood up, but he spoke of the strikes. He said every kingdom has been attacked, but dark fae have suffered the most, apart from humans. He was worried about Alderidge. Not a lot, but you could tell he was uncomfortable with the situation escalating.”

      Alarik nodded but maintained his mask of calm.

      “There was also mention of a place called Neith.”

      A man with hickory skin and warm eyes turned toward us.

      “Go on,” Alarik prompted.

      “He said it was being watched but was safe for now.”

      Cadoc joined the other man, attention focused on me.

      “Anything else?” Alarik asked.

      Two others had joined, their nearly identical sleek dark hair and broad cheekbones marking them as brothers. Even Vidarr waited for me to speak.

      “Just one more. The woman he was speaking with mentioned a prophecy. In particular, she brought up a phoenix’s vengeance bringing torment. There was mention of a dragon and a lotus, too…”

      The room went still as my voice trailed off. That nagging feeling resurfaced, the one of a memory just out of reach.

      “Did they have any idea who The Dark Phoenix was or where it could be found?” Cadoc’s voice snapped me back to the present.

      “No, that was it. What does it mean?”

      Everyone looked to Alarik. “We’re not sure.”

      I tilted my chin in challenge. “And if you were, you wouldn’t tell me?”

      “No, he wouldn’t,” Zelos answered, arms crossed and eyes burning.

      Alarik’s lips thinned. “There are still a lot of missing pieces. But this helps. Thank you, El. Take the morning off. We’ll meet tomorrow evening to finish your history lessons.”

      My spine stiffened at the dismissal. I bit my tongue against the retort. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me ruffled. My eyes darted to Zelos, but his shoulder lifted in a what-did-you-expect shrug.

      “Your assistance is not required, General. I’m more than capable of studying on my own.”

      His mouth fell open, a protest poised on his tongue, but I fled the room before he could utter it.
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      After a long shower, I crawled into bed and slept for hours. Visions of my brothers woke me, their lifeless bodies dragged by thorny brambles across glowing stones toward a gathering darkness. I woke with a sheen of sweat coating my body. Nausea rolled though me.

      It was a dream, nothing more than the remnants of yesterday’s encounter, but the slinking in my mind—in my very soul—left me feeling exposed. I needed to speak with Alarik, or perhaps Vidarr. Shrugging off the chill, I changed into a new shirt, before brewing a midnight cup of tea, courtesy of Lannie. Gratefully, I was able to fall back asleep.

      When I awoke, it was nearly noon. I dragged a cushioned chair in front of a large window, and spent my day curled up inside, reading. After flipping through a few lighter texts, I turned to one that explored different fae traits and regions.

      The wild fae remained a mystery, even centuries ago. They were said to live atop the mysterious Arcane Mountains, rarely venturing past the infinite fog that wove among their slopes. But there was a vast well of knowledge in relation to the other kingdoms.

      I thought all fae of a particular kingdom resembled one another, with each having specific, well-known traits. The grand feathered wings belonged to those of the Air Kingdom, curved horns were seen among the earthen fae, adapted breathing vacuoles and shimmering skin were associated with water fae, allowing them to live above or below water, and a set of pointed fangs were common among dark fae. Even the light fae were known for their fair complexions and gentle features.

      But my assumptions had been wrong. Sure, there were distinguishing traits among the kingdoms, but they weren’t as exclusive as I had thought. Royals fit the classic idea of each fae most strictly, but the rest of the kingdom displayed fae features in varying degrees.

      It was also pointed out that not all fae of a particular lineage possessed the same attributes. One of the top theories was discussed in Kingdom Genealogy, A Study, which discussed the possibility that in rare circumstances, a fae may possess traits from multiple kingdoms, as was previously common among fae predecessors, the Merged.

      ‘It is the current belief that a single fae may possess traits from multiple lineages of the fae in question is powerful enough. Among the current blended societies, both of fae-human and fae-fae relations, no offspring to date have exhibited more than one trait. Even among fae-fae pairings, one lineage will prove to be the dominant of the two with one set of visible traits. There appears to be no rationale for how dominance is selected among fae-fae reproduction, though most believe it has to do with the affinity of the individual’s genetic material to that of a specific lineage.

      ‘Fae-human relations have proven to be more volatile with an inability to predict how powerful an offspring might be or to what degree specific fae attributes may manifest. Some appear human until the settling occurs at which time they will transition as a full blooded fae would. Some appear human, but are powerful enough to shift, calling on the fae blessing for a short period of time, while others maintain the appearance of being human throughout their lives.’

      It would appear the history of humans and fae were far more blended than the current royals of the seven kingdoms would have us believe.

      A knock on my door sounded. I contemplated leaving it closed, figuring Alarik would be the only one who wouldn’t let himself in, but we needed to speak eventually. Might as well get it over with.

      Alarik stood in the doorway with a tray of freshly prepared macarons. “I was hoping we could talk. I’ve received updated information on your next mission, if you’re still interested.”

      Of course, I was still interested, but I was also upset. Lifting a brow, I asked, “And the macarons?”

      He gave a sheepish smile. “Greer said I would have better luck speaking to you with a bribe. Is it working?”

      I rolled my eyes, stepping back to allow him into my room. “If she went as far as baking macarons, the least I could do is eat them.”

      Snatching a few of them from the plate, I sank into the chair, and listened.

      “We’ve stationed a few men to keep an eye on the happenings of Sonder. With Alderidge gaining sway, we need to make sure he doesn’t instigate further riots, let alone a war with the Dark Kingdom.”

      “About that, I was reading through a few books this morning. It sounded like fae-human pairings were common, at one point.”

      Alarik nodded. “Many humans alive today may have traces of fae blood running through their veins. Even now, most of the kingdoms choose to feign ignorance, but I’ve traveled extensively. Fae-human relations are much more common than the royals realize.”

      It made sense, but still was difficult to wrap my mind around. We had been taught humans were scorned by the fae. We were treated as lesser creatures. The idea that many didn’t suffer such oppression, that families lived together in peace, was jarring, and, yet, I found myself yearning for such a world.

      “I was hoping to meet with the Select Guard tonight to go over who should accompany us through the Dark Kingdom,” Alarik said. “We are considering promoting Zelos from officer to one of the Select. He has the skills and leadership abilities. My concerns are in regard to his respectability.”

      “You mean, you hate the way he spoke with me during the sorting.” Alarik gave a tight nod as I laughed. “He was a jerk. He still is some days, but we’ve moved past our beginning.”

      Alarik lifted a brow. “You think it's a good idea?”

      “I think you already know that it is. He’s a skilled fighter and the men love him. He’s a little rough around the edges, but he means well.”

      “No, he doesn’t.”

      “Okay, no, he doesn’t. But despite his protests, he’s trained me well. He’s pushed me harder than most and that challenge has not only increased my physical strength, but enhanced my mental strength as well. I think we might even be friends.”

      Alarik’s jaw ticked as he pushed back from the table. “I wish I could stay longer, but I need to prepare to welcome as many refugees as possible.”

      “The evacuations?”

      He nodded. “I expect more will accept the offer this time.”

      I stood, chair sliding across the marbled floors, to join him. “When do we leave?”

      “The plan was to give you a few months, but…”

      “But the attacks are growing closer,” I finished for him. “And each day we waste is a chance for another village to fall.”

      “I won’t send you into the Dark Kingdom before you're ready.”

      “Who says I’m not ready?”

      His face hardened. “You haven't finished your lessons.”

      “We both know I’ve surpassed your expectations. We have what? Maybe another week or two until I’ve finished your requirements?”

      “That's not the only requirement, El.”

      “Has Zelos or Vidarr voiced any concerns?” I leveled him with a look, challenging him to tell me I’d fallen short. He couldn’t.

      “That's not the point.”

      “But that is my point. I’ve passed all your tests, or nearly have. I’m ready.”

      The silence stretched, but the flash of anguish in his eyes extinguished my mounting flames. He searched my face, taking his time to trace the shape of my lips, the curve of my cheeks. Moments passed and still he looked, until his eyes slowed along the shadows lingering beneath my eyes.

      His voice was soft as he spoke. “If there something wrong?”

      “No.” The word pitched unnaturally high as the eerie feeling of the glowing stones rose.

      Alarik lifted a brow, waiting.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing, but I sort of stumbled across a temple in the woods on my way back.” I attempted a light-hearted shrug but his concern didn’t falter.

      “A temple?”

      I frowned, recalling the shadows. “I think there was a temple. There was this ring of stones that surrounded a denser part of the forest. I couldn’t see, not at first, but I was drawn to it. Almost as if I was being guided there without my intention. And then, this thing invaded my mind.”

      His brows lifted. “What do you mean by ‘invaded’?”

      “It was as if something was combing through my mind, searching for something. Not memories, or even secrets…  but hunting for something specific.” I shook my head, hearing the way I sounded. “I’m sure it was nothing.”

      Alarik drew a deep breath. “The stones—did they pulse, like the ones at the temple we ran across near your home?”

      My eyes widened. How had I not realized it? “Yes. It was just like that, only… more, somehow.”

      My stomach churned as a wave of unease settled over him. It was gone in a flash.

      “There are no creatures I know if with that ability,” Alarik said. “I’m sure it was nothing more than a trick of the mind, but I’ll have Vidarr search the forest tomorrow, just to be sure.”

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, embarrassed that I was another person he needed to worry about.

      There were a few among the light fae who could bend light and I’d heard of creatures releasing hallucinogens, but there were none capable of mind manipulation… But the violation had felt real.

      We hovered near the edge of the table, nothing further to discuss but not yet ready to leave. We were alone. Something that had become exceedingly more difficult to accomplish.

      “I should be going,” he said.

      I nodded, but still we lingered. There was no one to see the way my breathing hitched as he stepped near, or the way my legs weakened as his hand cupped the back of my neck, drawing me close.

      Nobody heard the small, sweet sounds that stole from my lips when he deepened the kiss. Nor was there anyone to hear the whispered words he breathed against my ear that darkened the already pink flush across my cheeks.

      He pulled away too soon. “I really need to get work done, tonight.”

      “I thought you were my tutor. I’m work,” I smiled against his lips, refusing to release him.

      “If only it were that simple.” He untangled my arms around his neck, leaning his forehead against mine. “Priorities and all that, right?”

      Priorities. Priorities that did not include me. I swallowed, taking a step back. “Right.”

      He pressed a quick kiss to my forehead before starting toward the doors. “Until tomorrow?”

      “Sounds good.” I waved him off, letting my smile drop after he was out of view.

      If only it were that simple.

      If only.

      If I were only a woman and he only a man, without the self-inflicted priorities that plagued us, would things have been different? Had the storm not occurred, had we grown up in a world where death was not a familiar foe, what could we have become?

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. That girl was a stranger. Though she may have lived a happy, contented life—one devoid of horrors—that girl was not me. Not as I was today. There was something strangely sad and oddly optimistic in such a thought.

      If only.

      Leaving the books on the table, I left, returning to my bedroom. I liked the person I was in this reality and wouldn’t wish her away for another, but I couldn’t help wondering how things may have been different. My lips remained slightly swollen from my interlude of responsibilities and I found the dull ache was a lovely incentive to forget my priorities more often.
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      The next day passed in a blur, my mind preoccupied with the visions of the glowing stones. Vidarr left early in the morning with a small team of men. They assured me, it would take only an hour or two. If they spotted anything of concern, they would return straight away to gather a larger force.

      Vidarr had only been gone for a few hours, but worry plagued me. I must have been seeing things. No creature was powerful enough to break into my mind. It was only an illusion. I repeated the thoughts over and over again as I worked through morning drills, as if the repetition alone would make them true.

      It had been a source of distraction for me all morning. My stance was suffering for it and Zelos was quick to point out each flaw. He was in a particularly bad mood, picking me apart with every swing of my blade.

      His words blazed through me, drowning my worries, until all that remained was the movement of my body, the clash of my blade against his. It was effective, but that didn’t make me hate the method any less.

      Zelos called an end to training, waving off the rest of the group, before flashing me a wicked grin.

      “What?” I snapped, tired of his smug expression.

      “You’re welcome.”

      I shot him a glare as I took a sip of water.

      Zelos leaned forward, his words a caress. “I don’t know why you’re so wound up, sweetheart, but if the general isn’t seeing to your needs, I’d be more than happy to assist.”

      The water shot out of my mouth in a choked spray. I coughed and sputtered, attempting to dislodge the remainder of liquid from my lungs. Zelos leaned back with a grin, shaking his head at the mess.

      “You’re such a prick,” I gasped between ragged breaths.

      His fingers tilted my dripping chin up to meet his eyes. “Such a shame. I figured you would have been an expert in swallowing by now.”

      I swatted his hand away, hating the burning of my cheeks. “You’re disgusting.”

      “I know. But I can still kick your ass in a fight.”

      Pushing past him, I headed toward the door. Quick steps and a heartbeat later, he was by my side.

      “I mean it, though,” his voice dipped to an unusual somber tone as we pushed into the sun. “It doesn’t matter what’s going on outside. When you’re fighting, it’s only you and your opponent. That’s it. You have to shut everything else out.”

      My brow lifted, a I waited for a snide remark, but there was only a steady seriousness in his gaze. I gave a tight nod as we parted.

      “Oh, and sweetheart?” he called over his shoulder, loud enough to draw the attention of the men around us. His grin turned wicked. “I meant what I said. I have a long list of skills I’d be happy to instruct you in. We may have to stay up late, working until we we’re both satisfied, but assure you, I’m up for the challenge if you are.”

      I rolled my eyes as a rumble of snickers greeted his words.

      He held my gaze, waiting for the color to rise along my cheeks as the others starred. But I’d played this game often enough these past weeks and was done with blushing.

      With more confidence than I felt, I let my eyes slowly trail down his bronzed frame, brazenly noting every defined muscle, before unflinchingly meeting his stare. “Pass.”

      Howls of laughter echoed around us. Zelos dipped his chin in my direction, a playful challenge flashing across his eyes, “It’s okay, sweetheart. Not many can handle a study session with me.”

      “That mouth of yours never stops, does it?”

      “Don't pretend like you want it to.”

      He wiggled his brows, causing a laugh to burst from my lips. “Gods, Zelos.”

      “You know you love me.”

      With an exacerbated shake of my head, I continued on. Even though my muscles were cramped, and my arms were striped with little nicks from when I’d been too distracted to avoid a blade, I dragged my body to the field beyond the stables where Vidarr would hopefully be waiting.

      He would be back by now, unless the men had experienced the same pull I had. What if they weren’t able to retreat. What if that thing had found a way to warp their minds?

      I rounded the final corner, my mouth lifting into a relieved smile, as I spotted the burly lieutenant. His blond hair was secured back with intricate braids along the sides, half of it fastened with a leather tie.

      “I wasn’t sure of you’d be back.”

      “We returned an hour ago,” Vidarr said. “We scoured the forest, but found nothing. No temple. No stones. It was clear, lass.” He spoke softly.

      My chest fell. I guess I really had been seeing things. “That’s good. I’m glad there’s nothing to worry about.”

      Vidarr’s shoulder nudged mine. “The forest gets to us all at times.”

      I nodded, not wanting to hear excuses for my weakness. There must have been a type of hallucinogen in the air, a parasite, something. I’d ask Lannie if she knew of anything in the area with that capability.

      “Are you ready to get your ass kicked?”

      A ghost of a smile lifted my lips at Vidarr’s obvious change of topic, but I took it. “Bring it, old man.”

      He grinned. “Start with the drills. Jabs first, then combos. Did you run the extra five miles this morning?”

      “Six, actually.” I gloated, pushing the forest from my mind. He bent his knees as he raised the pads up.

      “Time?”

      One-two, punch. I’d run these drills so many times over the last few weeks, they were second nature by now.

      “I shaved an extra twelve seconds off per mile.” One-two, one-two. “Not a lot, but I was sleepy this morning.”

      Pivot, strike. Hands up, one-two.

      He snickered. “Yeah, I’ve been hearing about your study sessions.”

      My spine stiffened as his words crashed over me. A flush heated my cheeks as images of Alarik’s hands drifting up, our mouths clashing, danced in my mind.

      “What did he tell you?” The words held more bite than I meant as I squirmed with the idea that Alarik was discussing our relationship with others. Was that the right word? Relationship?

      “Form, El. Three more, then switch sides. Make sure to keep your guard up.”

      I glared a moment before relenting, and raising my hands as instructed.

      One-two. One-two.

      “He said nothing about the two of you, personally, but he was impressed with how quickly you mastered the lessons.”

      That brought a smile to my face. I switched sides.

      “He should be.”

      “Combos. Keep your form tight. Make sure you use your left side as well as your right.”

      I adjusted to his corrections, sweat gathering between my shoulder blades.

      “The mission seemed like it went well.”

      “It did.” My chest heaved as I worked through the set. “I’m ready for the next.”

      He nodded, adjusting the pad. “Good. I expect us to be moving out next week.”

      “Next week?”

      “If you’re feeling up to it. Alarik warned the Select Guard not to push—”

      “No,” I interrupted. “Nobody is pushing me. He mentioned it would be sooner, and riskier than the last, due to location, but I feel well prepared for the challenge.”

      “Good.” He flashed me a proud smile before jerking his chin to my lax form. “Then we need to make sure you get all the training you can until then.”

      After what felt like hours, he finally called it. My body was drenched, muscles thoroughly worked, but I had gone beyond the exhausted stage and stumbled into that hazy feeling where my entire body was buzzing. I felt incredible. Exhausted but euphoric.

      I gulped down fresh water, appreciating the gentle caress of a wayward breeze, before turning to Vidarr. “Did Alarik decide who would be joining me on the mission?”

      “Zelos will be joining us.”

      I paused mid punch. “Us, as in you’re coming?”

      Vidarr shifted. “I am. Zelos is up for a promotion. This is an opportunity to see how he does away from the base.”

      “I understand the need to test Zelos, but this is just a recon mission. I assumed I’d have one or two men traveling with me.” My eyes narrowed as he continued to avoid my gaze. “Vidarr, just how many people do I need protecting me?”

      He sighed, clearly uncomfortable with the direction this conversation had taken. “Zelos and the entire Select Guard: Kavan, the brothers Skender and Xaun, and I believe you’ve already met Cadoc—the tall one that usually looks like he’s hovering somewhere between anger and confusion.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen him a few times, usually hanging around Greer. He still doesn’t get that she’s not into him. She told him countless times, and very directly, but he thinks she will end up changing her mind for some reason.”

      “That’s not surprising. Just make sure he doesn’t lose his temper. Any problems, you tell me.”

      “I’ll let her know,” I said, surprised by the steel lacing his words.

      “If he were here, Evander would join, as well.”

      A lump dropped into my stomach. It had been weeks without so much as a message from him. Alarik had assured me that this happened sometimes. Every once in a while, Evander would be sent further away than anticipated. He was most likely in an area where he couldn’t send a message or was being watched too closely to risk it. But the presented rationale did little to quell my unease.

      Pushing my worries aside, I focused on the next week’s mission as Vidarr cleaned and returned the training pads. “Do I really need all seven of you for the mission? The less attention the better. Besides, I thought only I could get into the shelter. No boys allowed, right?”

      “We won’t be able to get in, but there’s been an increase in attacks near the surrounding settlements.” I blinked, surprised by the news, but Vidarr continued. “Alarik doesn’t want to take any chances. We’ll stay within the forest, just outside the town, so as not to blow your cover.”

      “Like my bodyguards?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I see. Tell me, is it normal for the Select—the most elite warriors among humans—to be babysitting on a basic recon mission?” He flinched with the force of my words. “Would they have joined this mission if it were anyone other than me?”

      Frustration ticked along his jaw. “You know they wouldn’t El. Alarik takes extra precautions when you’re involved.”

      “Including withholding pertinent information to the mission? He mentioned an increase in overall attacks, but nothing specific to the mission. I should have been informed about the risk near our designated location.”

      He shrugged. “I just did.”

      “You know what I mean, Vidarr.”

      Running a hand over his face, he answered, “Yeah, I know what you mean, El. But he’s the general. He’s the boss. If you want to be treated like a member of this base, then you must understand that your current rank doesn’t entitle you to certain information, which puts me in a tough spot. It’s not my place to go above his commands. But as your friend, I won’t stand by and watch you get fucked over either. So, I need you two to talk. Figure this shit out.”

      My lips tilted in a half smile. “We’re friends?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Gods, out of everything I said, that’s what you focus on?”

      “It seemed like the most important part.” Scowling grey eyes held mine. “I’ll talk with Alarik. Promise.”

      “Good. You are done for the day. Get some rest. Or better yet, go find Alarik and get that conversation over with.”

      A weight dropped into my stomach. My discomfort must have been visible because Vidarr added in a soft tone. “It's just talking, lass.”

      “Yeah,” I scoffed. “Just some light talking about why fighting is so important to me and him explaining why the idea of me in battle is so triggering for him.”

      I knew my need originated from that shadowy space within myself, the one cultivated from blood, and death, and the desperate desire to never feel helpless again. It was gritty, and uncomfortable. How was I supposed to explain that to someone like Alarik?

      Vidarr’s face pulled into a frown, warring with some internal debate. In the end, he let out a long sigh. “This conversation has been a long time coming for him. He’s seen things that no one should have to see. He's been different lately. Just small things, but there have been glimpses of the man he used to be.” Vidarr trained his storm-grey eyes on me. “And I think you're the reason for that.”

      I blinked, and then nearly laughed. “Alarik hasn’t changed. He’s been the same responsible general that he’s always been. In truth, I miss the playfulness he showed before we arrived here.” Memories of a too-small tent played through my mind. “If anything, he’s less fun.”

      Vidarr barked a laugh. “Partaking in hollow distractions is different than being happy.”

      My jaw clenched at the mentions of Alarik’s previous distractions, but if Vidarr noticed, he kindly acted like he didn’t.

      “Just talk to him.”

      Just talk. He said it like it was an easy thing to do. Just talk. Just rehash past trauma and current toxic coping mechanisms. Just explain how training and fighting are the only things that bring peace to my twisted mind. I’d have to admit this to Alarik, the savior of humanity, the hero of the realm, and then we can get to pertinent topics like the swiftly approaching mission in the Dark Kingdom. How hard could it be?
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      With a deep breath, I stepped through the doors of Alarik’s favorite training spot, engulfed by the sounds of a solo pair of fists pummeling the sand-filled bag. The dangling chain rattled, twisting against the ceiling, as the large bag teetered with each punch. Behind it stood Alarik.

      I’d been avoiding him the last few days, much to Vidarr’s annoyance, but I’d run out of time. We were due to leave for the Dark Kingdom tomorrow. Vidarr had canceled our session, demanding I speak with him tonight.

      My heart skipped a beat as I looked him over. His shirt had been discarded. Defined muscles rippled across his chest with each powerful thrust. Sweat dripped from his face, trailing along his defined core, before ebbing into the deep V peeking out of his low-slung shorts.

      I blinked, trying and failing to remember how to breathe normally. Focus, El. You came here for a reason. Clearing my head with a quick shake, I made my way across the room.

      “Hey,” I called.

      Alarik turned, his face breaking into a carefree grin when he recognized it was me.

      “Hey, beautiful.” He leaned over, his lips grazing mine, before reaching for his water.

      I licked my lips, loving the salty taste and the nonchalant way he delivered it.

      “Does this mean you’re ready to talk to me?” he asked.

      “What do you mean? We’ve been talking.”

      “Technically, but you’ve kept things pretty short this week. We can delay the mission, if that's what's kept you away. Or I’ll see if someone else would be qualified for the task—”

      “No. It's not that.”

      Alarik nodded once, taking a sip of water before responding. “Tomorrow’s a big day. It’s normal to be nervous, but I don’t expect it to be much different than the market.” His green eyes flashed with sympathy—or was that pity—as he turned to clean off the bag. “I’ll be there too, El. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “No. I’m actually excited about the mission. I know tomorrow is recon only, but I’m ready for more.” His expression hardened, fracturing my resolve. “Not more tomorrow, obviously. I only meant that I’m doing well with training—really well. And I’ve passed all the extra quizzes you’ve thrown my way with top marks—"

      He twisted away with a scowl; the words dying on my tongue. He took his time adjusting his shirt before turning around. I expected his anger, but the forced calm exterior that greeted me, had my stomach twisting.

      We left the training ring in tight silence, heading toward the house. He waited until we’d passed through the doors before responding. “Why don’t we see how tomorrow goes and then we can worry about the next step.”

      “Right. I mean, we have to wait to see what happens tomorrow, but I would like to be considered for more than just recon missions.” His arm stiffened along my waist as we turned up the stairs. “I’ve gone through the steps, like anyone else would, and I get that I’ll have to earn my place, but this isn’t just a phase I’m going through. I plan to be a working member of this base. You understand that, right?”

      He let my words hang there, clouding the air between us. Reaching the second floor, I started toward my rooms, sure he’d follow. But he continued climbing the marbled steps without me.

      “Alarik,” I called, stumbling up after him, but he had already brushed past the doors, heading for his room in the back. The quiet grew thicker by the moment, interrupted only by my frantic steps, echoing across the cool stone.

      Catching him before he could make his final retreat, I threw my hand forward. Clasping his sleeve, I tugged him to a stop, but he refused to face me.

      “Alarik, tell me you’re okay with me being a part of all of this.” With me being a part of you.

      Taking a steadying breath, I reached for his arm once more, needing him to at least meet my eyes. “Alarik—”

      “No, Elara! I am not okay with this.” He rounded on me and I recoiled as his voice thundered through the room. His chest shook as he fought to regain control of his crumbling calm façade, but he couldn’t hide the terror of his voice. “You being in danger is never going to be okay with me. Never, and I refuse to act like it is.”

      I allowed the deadly quiet to stretch as my shock melted into fury. Gritting my teeth, I forced my words to hold an even tone. “Every person here is in danger at some point, Alarik. I’m no different.”

      “You’re different to me,” he snapped, something breaking in his eyes. The cutting retort died in my throat as I watched him deflate. There was nothing but worry and fear and agonizing pain staring back at me. “Can’t you at least try to be happy staying out of trouble? The others, they’ve had years of training—years. You’ve only had a few weeks. The low-risk missions are fine, but the others…”

      I bit my tongue, trying to get a grip on my temper. He was only looking out for me and what he said was true. Every other warrior had years of training, most joining the base as children. He was trying to protect me. I couldn’t be mad at him for that.

      “You could still be a part of the base—an essential part. But there’s no need for you to willingly go into combat, at least not yet.” His voice lifted with hope, urging me to see the beauty of his plan. “If things go right, you would never be in any real danger. There would be no need for you to risk your life.”

      “No need for me to fight?” I questioned, studying his reaction. My heart sank as a relieved smile accompanied his exhale.

      “Yes. Gods, you understand. All of this training—it's great, but you won’t ever need to use it. I'll protect you. I’m the general, for gods’ sake. I can command the entire base to protect you. And your family. I won’t let anything happen to them, either.”

      Pulling me in close, he leaned his forehead against my own. “I’ll keep us all safe.”

      It was a vow, one that he intended to keep. One given with his whole heart. I swallowed the panic threatening to overwhelm me. I could do this. I could yield on this one point.

      It didn’t mean I’d have to give up being considered for other missions—not really. This was more about giving Alarik time to adjust. He hadn’t been able to watch me these past few weeks. He hadn’t seen how much I’d grown.

      Exhaling a deep breath, I willed my body to calm as I eased into the warmth of his chest. Tomorrow I’d show him I was ready. There was no point in having this fight, because after tomorrow, he would see that I was more than capable of handling any mission.

      His strong arms wrapped around me, holding me close as he pressed soft, sweet kisses into my hair. I pulled back, just enough to glimpse his haunted expression. Previous conversations with Vidarr and Evander played through my mind—about how Alarik had a tragic past, someone or something that had left scars much too deep to be detected on the surface.

      “Did something happen? In the past, I mean. You just seem so worried about me fighting…” Startled eyes snapped to mine, his face blanching.

      “I’ve wanted to tell you. I just didn’t know how… the things they did to her.” His breathing hitched.

      “It’s ok,” I stammered. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but know that I’m here.”

      He pulled me toward him, body enveloping mine in an encompassing hug. I allowed him to fall into me as his mind wandered. He was lost in his past, and I could do nothing but brush soothing strokes across his back, assuring him he wasn’t alone.

      I’m not sure how long we stayed like that. My arms grew stiff, and the room grew cold. The golden rays of the sun streaming through the windows dimmed to a dark, vibrant violet, giving way to splashes of starlight winking into existence.

      And still, I held him. I stayed there until he pulled away, only moving us to the nearby sofa. I waited for him, watching as he started the fire, the warmth of the flames doing little to melt his rigid countenance.

      He paced before the orange glow, running a hand through his already disheveled blond hair. Bidding me a nervous glance, he plopped into the vacant space beside me, letting out a weary, frustrated huff tainted with years of grief.

      “It’s hard to know where to start…”

      “Start wherever you can. Release whatever you need,” I whispered.

      “I—I loved her.” He glanced at me as he spoke, checking to see how I would respond to those three words.

      I squeezed his hand, rubbing slow circles. This was about him, not me and I wouldn’t let my insecurities prevent him from achieving whatever type of relief he could attain.

      “Her name was Rhosyn. I met her while on deployment in the Earth Kingdom. I’m not sure how familiar you are with their customs, but parts of the kingdom are very… traditional. Women are meant to be beautiful and compliant.” The corner of his lips lifted ever so slightly as a wash of sorrow filled his eyes. “But she was wild. She wanted to be a soldier.

      “She stumbled upon our camp and followed us back. She was good—great, really. Within weeks, she had proven how skilled she was. She joined the Select Guard.”

      “Your Select Guard?” He nodded at my shock. “I didn’t realize you allowed women to join.”

      His finger darted from me to him as he frowned. “This isn’t a woman thing, El. Plenty of fae kingdoms have female warriors fighting alongside males. I never understood why human traditions sided against it, but I’ve seen women in battle. They can be just as brutal and skilled as any man.”

      “Oh.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      “It’s not because you’re a woman.” He took a steadying breath, holding it in a moment longer before exhaling the words, “I can’t lose you the way I lost her. I won’t.”

      His eyes blazed, but the passion was weakening, stripped away by the vast well of grief he kept locked within. I leaned into him, attempting to calm his racing heart, since I was unable to banish the ghosts haunting his mind.

      “What happened?”

      “I didn’t protect her. Rhosyn was the daughter of a light royal, the cousin to the reigning queen, and her father was a prominent member of the aristocracy. He’s currently the head of the Fae Purification and Preservation Society.” He spat the words, face twisting, as if the phrase itself had tainted the surface of his tongue.

      “I thought that party died out years ago.”

      “No, the worms had been hiding, keeping a low profile until the storm hit. They have a decent following in the Earth and Light Kingdoms.”

      I blanched, realizing the implications. “Gods, Alarik… did they find out she was dating you—a human?”

      “Yes. We were in love,” he paused, looking anywhere but at me. “We were planning a wedding.”

      “It’s okay.”

      He gripped my hands as if he could pull the strength he needed to finish this story from them. “She never got along with her father, but she wanted her mother’s blessing. Rhosyn hadn’t seen them or spoken to them since she left—except to say that she was alive. She sent the final letter, confessing our love and the date of our upcoming wedding. There was no location, no guest names, but she at least wanted her mother to know. It was only the date.

      “We had one last mission. It was the night before the wedding. I wanted her to stay back—I wanted her happy and resting—but she told me she wouldn’t be happy until I was safe beside her. So, I let her come.

      “It was a trap. Her father tracked us down. The entire mission was a setup, a sick performance to show the world what would happen to any fae that chose to pollute their blood with that of a human.”

      I could feel Alarik drifting, pulled under by the weight of the memories. His stare was vacant, skin pale as he forced the words through numbed lips. “He gave kill orders. For his own daughter.”

      A gasp tore from my throat, but Alarik didn’t hear. He stared through me, remembering that terrible night. “We were outnumbered and outmatched. They—they made me watch as they carved her up, and then hung what was left from a great oak tree.”

      I blanched.

      “I knew her father had orchestrated it—knew that he was capable of horrific things… but then her mother stepped out from behind the tree. She didn’t flinch—not once—as her daughter’s blood dripped... as the earth grew dark with it.”

      “Gods,” I breathed.

      His fists balled as his thoughts shifted, sorrow transforming to rage. “And then that bitch cast a ward around the tree, as if everything else wasn’t enough. She warded her from me, forcing her body to remain on display.

      “It took me weeks to find a fae who would help me. None wanted to risk the wrath of the society, not with the Earth and the Light Kingdoms backing it.” His eyes found mine. “I can’t let that happen to you, El. I won’t make the same mistake. I can’t. I won’t survive…”

      A sob wracked his chest as he crumpled against me.

      “I’m here,” I soothed, holding him as his body shook. “I’m here. I’m not leaving you.”

      Pain seared through me, burning with the need to comfort him. But nothing I could say would lessen the anguish he felt. Nothing I could do would erase the horrific scenes he’d been forced to witness. I couldn’t change the past. And I wouldn’t insult him by offering hollow words he’d heard dozens of times before.

      So, I held him as tight as I could, letting my body impart the emotions my words couldn’t. We sank deeper into the cushions, his head coming to rest against my chest. The beat of our hearts slowed as our breathing synced, our two bodies recognizing the other as a place of safety.

      After a time, he spoke, his voice as broken and as raw as he was. “Stay with me. I’ll have dinner sent up.”

      The green of his eyes was made brighter by the redness surrounding them, swirling with a vulnerability and a hint of playfulness.

      I quirked a brow. “What exactly do you mean by ‘stay’?”

      “Not like that. I just want to be near you.” He brought his full, soft lips to my knuckles, pressing gentle kisses against them. “Please?”

      My small, surrendering smile answered. “I’ll need to get some things first. Say goodnight to Will and my sisters, but I could come back after—”

      He pulled me in for a deep kiss, stealing the breath from my lips and pressing me further into the cushions.

      Just as I had decided that a change of clothes was overrated, that I’d much rather continue this, he pulled back. The hunger grew softer, transitioning into something far more sensual. Feather light kisses adorned my nose, my cheeks, a whisper of one across my lips.

      “Will you reconsider your plans? Now that you understand our enemy better, will you be content with safer missions?”

      I should have answered no. I should have explained that ‘safe’ wasn’t a word that could be used to describe me, nor would I want it to be. But he had just confessed. He was broken and I knew all too well what that felt like. He had patched himself up, as I had, but our scars were still there. Ripping open again and again when the ghosts came calling, always knitting together into an alluring collage of life and death. Of sorrow and hope.

      And right now, there was a budding blossom of hope peering down at me, reaching through a wash of darkness hovering along the edges, the thick clouds waiting to smother it.

      I wanted it to grow; that light. More desperately than I’d wanted anything before. Because if he could hope, if he could love and allow himself to be loved after everything he’d been through, then perhaps I could too.

      I had thought we were meant to be sculptures, ones that had been chipped and poorly glued back together, but maybe we weren’t broken. Maybe we were a mosaic, our exterior grey shells meant to be shattered, the pieces gathered and flipped to expose the bright, colorful coating within.

      No, I wouldn’t be content with a life of safety, but in that moment, with the raw exposure of his past before me, I couldn’t find the will to destroy him with that truth.

      I crashed back into him, my lips dancing with his as the world and all the horrors of the past fell away. I needed nothing more than this, than the taste his lips on mine, the feel the warmth of his hands slipping under my shirt, scorching my flesh as they continued up my back.

      Our breaths grew ragged, our bodies heating, as we consumed one another. I wanted more—needed more. I pulled back, only long enough to yank my shirt free. Alarik wasted no time in removing his own, emerald eyes igniting as they swept over my heaving chest, my flushed skin.

      And then he was on me, his body leaning over mine, as I sank into the sofa. My fingers wandered over the hard planes of his back, memorizing every shifting muscle as he moved. I arched into his touch, gasping as he rolled and pinched my nipples, his mouth never breaking from mine.

      This was what I wanted—what I yearned for. This was what my starved, withered heart had been deprived of.

      He pulled back, hovering above me as his eyes held mine. “I want tonight to be about you. I don’t want to rush this.”

      Slowly leaning down, Alarik pressed soft kisses to the curve of my jaw, trailing the sensitive slope of my neck, drifting further down as he went. My body hummed as he continued, licking and nipping at a torturously slow pace down my chest and over the slope of my aching breasts.

      His lips closed around my nipple, tongue swirling as his hand traced circles across my stomach. I gasped as his palm worked the other, his fingers pinching the peaked tip, but when his fingers slipped beneath the soft edge of my pants, I tensed.

      Alarik paused, making to pull away. My hand lashed out, refusing to let him go. I’d never been with anyone in this way, never known these feelings. And yet… I wanted to. Gods, did I want to. It felt right with Alarik. Easy and uncomplicated—so different from anything else in my life. I took in the sight of him, his swollen lips, the thrumming pulse tinting his cheeks, snagging on the question looming in his deep green eyes.

      “I haven’t done this before. I’m not sure what to do.” I flushed with the admission, knowing he’d been with others, and grossly aware how outmatched I was.

      He seemed to read beneath the confession. “You don’t have to do anything. Would you like to stop?”

      Would you like to stop? I was nervous, yes, but the kind of nervous where my entire body felt alive. Where I was scared and excited and… awake for what felt like the first time.

      “I don’t want to stop.” My voice was steady as I answered.

      He held my gaze a moment longer before pressing a gentle kiss to my lips. “Let me know if we are moving too fast.”

      “I will,” I said, lifting my hips to remove what was left of my clothing. The erratic beat of my heart thundered through my ears as I laid back, baring my trembling body before him.

      Yearning and something deeper flashed across his face. “You’re beautiful, El,” he breathed as he drank me in.

      His movements were unhurried and tender as he sank back into me, always ensuring I was comfortable, letting me know it was okay if I wasn’t. But I wanted him—wanted us. I wanted to feel alive, to feel beautiful and bright and good. I wanted to feel seen.

      And soon, my mind—my fears and worries—everything quieted. I allowed myself to simply feel. I arched into his touch, willing him to stroke the warmth pooling low in my stomach, to release me from this mounting tension. His hand cupped the apex of my thighs and I dropped my knees wider, wanting him—needing him. I groaned as he answered my body’s plea, sinking a finger through my slick heat. My hips undulated against him as he added a second, tensing as that euphoric coil drew tight.

      He increased the pace, his mouth lapping at my breasts as I rode him. My body was on fire, tightening around his fingers as they pumped. And when his thumb stroked that sensitive bundle, when his mouth clamped over mine, stealing the moan from my lips, I shattered against him.

      His gaze held mine as he worked the last bit of pleasure from my body. It was open, simmering with a desire and tenderness that I’d never known. I stared back into his eyes, letting him see the vulnerability in mine… My life was a mess. I was flawed and a little broken, but as I stared up at the man before me, I let myself believe I was whole.
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      Lannie and Will were settling in for a bedtime story when I arrived at my room. Will insisted I stay for the tale, but ended up falling asleep half-way through. Being sure to leave the light on in case his nightmares returned, we tucked him into bed before returning to the hall.

      “Goodluck on the mission, tomorrow. I’m guessing you will be leaving early?” Lannie asked.

      “Before the sun rises. But it should be a quick trip. Only a few days, and then we’ll be back.”

      Lannie nodded. “I took the liberty of adding fresh salve to your supplies. I dropped off a batch earlier in the day for the Select Guard, just in case.”

      My lips broke into a smile as I pulled her in for a hug. “Thanks, sis.”

      “No problem. Try not to need it,” she said, turning for her own room.

      I had only started packing when Greer found me, her eyes going wide when she saw the overnight supplies. When I confessed I’d be spending the night with Alarik, she squealed, insisting I return immediately. She pushed me from the door, assuring me she would have everything I needed sent up.

      The savory scent of butter and rosemary still clung to the air of Alarik’s suite, remnants of the juicy chicken and roasted potatoes we’d consumed earlier. The reprieve of dinner faded into an awkward silence. Warmth heated my cheeks as I reflected on what we’d done just hours before. Fluttering nerves swirled through me, and I couldn’t help but imagine what tonight might bring. Alarik wasn’t the type of man to instill expectations in situations such as these, but I found myself unnerved by my own longing.

      A member of the kitchen staff returned to gather the plates, bringing with him a bundle of clothing and toiletries along with a platter of pastries.

      My brows furrowed. “Where’s my pack?”

      “Greer said you’d ask about that,” he answered as he piled the food-stained dishes. “Said to tell you it would be sent up in a few hours. Something about not wanting you to wear your uniform to sleep.”

      Alarik snorted, his hair still damp from his recent shower.

      Shooting him a glare, I scooped up my things. “Would it be all right if I took a shower?”

      “Of course,” Alarik said, starting toward the back hall as the man wheeled the plates away. “It’s right this way.”

      “Thank you,” I mumbled. After retrieving new towels, he left me.

      The near scalding water drifted over me in a warm embrace. It was strangely intimate to be using his shower, and I found I liked the cool blue tones of the tiles. I took liberties with his shampoo, inhaling a deep breath of his scent as I worked the suds across my body.

      Insecurities and nerves plagued me at the idea of staying over. I’d thought about making up an excuse to leave half a dozen times already, but Alarik had just confessed a huge part of his past. If I were to leave now, it would seem like I was running away. I couldn’t do that to him… and I found I didn’t want to sleep alone tonight. It was a new feeling, to be wanted.

      Toweling off, I reached into the bag of clothes, expecting to find a set of comfortable sweats and one of my oversized t-shirts, but it seemed Greer had other plans.

      She’d left me the choice of a sheer nightgown with a fitted bust—the edge of the material definitely not long enough to cover my ass, a pair of white silky night shorts with a small matching tank, or a bundle of red lacy fabric that I didn’t bother holding up.

      A curse left my lips. I debated putting my filthy training clothes back on for a moment before sighing. Instead, I selected the shorts and top set, slipping into them with ease. The material clung to my body like a second skin, but at least most of me was covered.

      Undoing my damp hair, I let the chestnut waves tumble down, the ends barely covering my peaked nipples. I frowned at my reflection, rearranging my hair to provide the most coverage. Taking one last steadying breath, I tilted my chin up and walked out to meet him.

      A choking sound rang from Alarik’s direction, followed by a harsher-than-normal clang of his cup meeting the table. I refused to meet his eyes as I sank into the plush sofa. Leaning against the opposite arm, I swung my legs up toward the middle, my toes brushing the worn fabric of Alarik’s sweats.

      Failing to contain the blush already tinging my cheeks, I dared a glance up. Hooded eyes met mine, drinking in the effect my damp hair had across my pebbled skin.

      “Greer promised to send up clothes for me. Clearly, she can’t be trusted.” I bit my lip as his eyes roved along my body, leaving trails of electricity in their wake. “Trust me, this was the best option.”

      The intensity of his gaze seared into me. Flames danced across my skin, swirling lower as his eyes wandered along the silky material stretched tight across the slope of my breasts. His eyes drifted down the stretch of my stomach, lower to the small bits of material pooled at the top of my thighs.

      My legs clenched under the heat of his stare. He noted the movement before dragging his eyes back up.

      “I can only imagine what the other options were.”

      My cheeks flared a bright red. I willed the frantic beating of my heart to calm as I focused on adjusting the edges of the shorts, as if they would somehow grow longer. “Yes, well, she has a funny sense of humor.”

      “Funny is not the word I would use to describe what you’re wearing.” He swallowed, but continued after a moment, forcing the words out. “But if you’re uncomfortable, you can wear some of my clothes.”

      I twisted around, an incredulous grin threatening to break free. “You want me to put more clothes on?”

      “What? No, I want you in less clothes. I mean, not less clothes, per se. I think you look great with any amount of clothing on.” He groaned, raking a hand through his already messy hair. “Gods, what I’m trying to say is that you’re beautiful no matter what you wear.”

      Strangely, his ramblings put me at ease. Maybe Greer was on to something. Leaning forward, I grabbed a book from the table and settled closer to him.

      “Thank you for the offer. It’s good to know I have options.”

      “You always have options. Many, in fact.” He draped his arm across my shoulders, his fingers tracing small circles along my skin. “For instance, if you wanted less clothing on, that would be a perfectly acceptable option.”

      “Ha. Ha.” It was meant to be light, but the words were little more than hushed desire as images of myself bared before his surfaced.

      “I promise you, I mean that with the utmost sincerity.”

      My mouth went dry as I lowered my legs to the floor and turned until my face was locked with his. I thought then that maybe I had been more lost than I realized—not lost, but stunted. Maybe Greer had been right about more than one thing, tonight. Maybe I had stopped myself from letting anyone in and in doing so, had prevented my heart from maturing. At some point, my circle of protection had become a cage, one in which Alarik had managed to unlock. And, now, I found myself craving freedom.

      Pressing up, I watched his eyes grow wide as my chest brushed against his. Willing my erratic heart to calm, I bit down on my trembling lip. We had kissed before, but this felt different—bigger somehow. His eyes dipped to my mouth, his tongue flicking out across his own at the sight.

      Pushing past the frenzied storm of emotions, I leaned in, my lips meeting his in a bold but questioning kiss. He stilled, causing my stomach to twist in angst. I knew we’d been off earlier. He’d known my answer to his question, even if I hadn’t voiced it.

      “Will you reconsider your plans? Now that you understand our enemy better, will you be content with safer missions?”

      We both knew I wouldn't be content. I wasn’t about to give up the thrill of fighting before I’d even started. Or worse—was his hesitancy about Rhosyn? Gods, if he regretted being with me… Heart sinking, I made to pull away, but his body came alive before I could retreat.

      His fingers gently tipped my chin up, green eyes darting between my hazel-blue ones with a desperately harsh glint. “I meant what I said, about not being able to give you all of me.”

      I had listened before, but only now did I understand. “You still love her.”

      “Always,” he breathed, face crumbling as the word left his lips. “But.”

      Gods, was there ever a more terrible and wonderful word?

      He tried again. “But I find myself drawn to you. I know there are things we need to work through, but if you can be content with only half of me, I promise to try to understand where you’re coming from with your need to put yourself in danger.”

      There was that word again. Content.

      His heart wasn’t whole and probably never would be. Mine was locked away and had been starved for years. If he could offer me the fractured pieces of his, then I could find a way to crack the cage around mine—to share in the root of our nothingness.

      “To share our nothingness?”

      His lips twitched. “So, we are agreed?”

      My eyes dipped to his lips. I nodded. “Kiss me.”

      “El, I think we should set some parameters—”

      “Just kiss me.”

      His jaw ticked, wavering between logic and lust. I tilted forward, letting my forehead lean against his.

      “Please…” I didn’t want to talk. I was stunted and he was splintered. We were flawed. Boundaries weren’t going to change that. It was better to simply jump and enjoy the fall without being completely aware of the merciless shards waiting beneath.

      My hands slid up his chest, fingers brushing across the nape of his neck, a silent request joining my pleading words. And just as I thought he would turn away, he yielded, his lips claiming mine in a swift, sensual kiss.

      I gasped as heat surged through me, melting into the gentle rhythm of his mouth moving sweetly beneath mine. His lips eased, his broad, sweeping hands gliding up my spine to hold me against him in a tender embrace.

      But I didn’t want tender. I deepened the kiss—craving his taste—needing to feel him want me as much as I wanted him. He growled, mirroring my own unquenchable thirst, as his palms gripped my thighs, his tongue sweeping between my lips. And then we were nothing more than tongues and teeth and soft lips clashing. We were two blazing bodies rocking against one another, seeking the answers to questions left unasked.

      His hands left sparks of electricity in their wake as they trailed up, reaching around to cup my ass, as he lifted me onto him. My knees wrapping around his waist, opening the softest parts of me to his growing hardness. Fire roared through my veins as I ground against him, gripping his head to mine as our mouths fought to consume one another.

      A breathy moan escaped my lips as his fingers dug into the flesh of my thighs, his hard length shamelessly pressing against my core with only the thin scraps of fabric separating us. His hands snaked under the silkiness of my top, igniting every inch of my body as he explored the curves of my back. His thumbs drifted around—just below my breasts, tracing their full outlines before stopping.

      He pulled back, panting, as he peered up at me. I couldn’t help but appreciate his swollen lips, already desperate to taste them again.

      “I'm not sure what you’re ready for,” he breathed, chest heaving.

      What was I ready for? I took a few shallow breaths, keeping my eyes locked with his. I waited for the pulse of unease, of wrongness to sweep through me, but it didn’t come.

      Slowly, I sat up, keeping my burning gaze locked with his. My fingers grasped the edge of my top, his eyes latching on to the movement with reverence. I pulled the light material over my head, the silk caressing my skin, as it fell away. I leaned back, discovering a wanton empowerment as his hooded gaze fluttered across my body.

      “Any questions?”

      His eyes met mine at the challenge, a hand darting to the back of my neck, while the other wrapped around my ass. Before the gasp left my lips, he flipped us, laying me out before him on the soft cushions.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he said, yanking the back of his collar up and tossing his shirt aside. A wicked grin flashed across his lips as he leaned over me, holding the weight of his body so that we were nothing more than a tantalizing brush of flesh.

      I gasped as he pinched my nipple, rolling the tip before his tongue flicked across it, soothing the ache with gentle, easing motions. My back arched, my hand gripping his hair, begging for more of that pleasurable pain. He answered, mouth rumbling, as he switched to the other side.

      And then his lips were traveling down. I fought for breath as his hands returned to my breasts, kneading and pinching the hard tips until they, too, were on fire. The warmth between my thighs grew with each brush of his lips against my flesh, each caress bringing him closer to where I needed him.

      His movements slowed as he looped his fingers in the silky material of my shorts, eyes finding mine.

      “Tell me to stop, if you wish.”

      I held my tongue.

      His tongue darted out across his bottom lip as he lowered himself between my legs, slipping the last of the fabric off. A warm heat flooded my body as his hands slowly trailed up my ankles, wrapping around my knees, to press my thighs apart. My breathing hitched as he hovered over my core, his golden hair mussed and messy.

      He flashed me a wicked grin before pressing soft, tantalizing kisses against my inner thighs, working his way up. I arched into him, that deep coil low in my belly drawing painfully tight.

      “Alarik…” It was a plea, an acknowledgement that I wanted more of him, that I needed more.

      His chest rumbled as his mouth descended in answer. I gasped as he tasted me, nervous at first, but soon my knees weakened, dropping further to draw him deeper. He licked and swirled, feasting on my center, until my hands were gripping the cushions, my back arching off the sofa. The wicked pressure escalated, thrusting me toward the edge.

      Sensing my need, his mouth moved up, finding the sensitive nub as he slipped a finger through my slick heat. A second joined, filling me, stretching me, as his tongue flicked. Moans poured from my lips, growing louder as my body burned with need. His teeth grazed the sensitive bundle as his fingers pumped harder, hurling me into oblivion.

      Only after the last of the waves had ebbed and my breathing returned to normal, did I open my eyes. He licked his lips as he took in my soaking core. The sight alone nearly caused me to come again.

      “Gods, you’re perfect.”

      He rose, coming to rest beside me. I kissed him, loving the taste of myself on his lips. I wanted more. Needed more.

      “I take a tonic every month.” I swallowed, hating the hint of pink that graced my cheeks, even after what we had just done.

      “Are you sure?” he breathed, his thumb brushing over the color.

      There were no false promises between us. No hidden agenda. We simply were. I knew his heart had followed Rhosyn beyond this realm and he knew there wasn’t enough of my guarded heart to give. Neither of us was whole. This wouldn’t be a fairytale, but it would be real. Flawed, and broken, and… ours.

      “I’m sure.”

      He pressed a tender kiss to my lips as he lifted me from the sofa. My legs settled around him, tightening across his middle as he carried me down the hall. His mouth never broke from mine, each kiss delivered with a gentleness that ate away at me.

      The cool press of sheets greeted my back as we tumbled onto the bed. My thumbs hooked into the band of his pants, pushing the fabric down. He shifted, disposing of the last of his clothes as he settled over me.

      Our bodies fit together, his hard length pressing against me. Only then did he slow, watching my face as he nudged at my opening. I nodded my permission.

      My breathing hitched as he eased in. His thickness stretched me, the burning ache increasing, until a sharp pain lashed through me, pulling a gasp from my lips.

      “Should I stop?” His voice was strained as he fought against the need to move.

      “Keep going,” I breathed, the foreign sensation painful and thrilling all at once.

      “Tell me if I hurt you.”

      His body started rocking within mine, the slow momentum lessening the pain. I dropped my knees a little further, relaxing into the tempo, as his hips gently worked. His lips worshiped the rest of me. They dipped to my neck, turning ravenousness when they found my breasts. Electric shocks raced through my veins, igniting wave after wave of pleasurable heat until the pain was lost and only bliss remained.

      I moaned as our pace increased, the soreness between my thighs replaced by a delicious tightening. My fingertips dug into his back as he surged forth, our bodies finding the perfect rhythm. We moved, climbing and chasing after the peaks of pleasure together.

      I found it first, soaring from the mountain tops as my body shuddered around his, sending Alarik over the edge to fly with me.

      My breathing was still ragged when he disentangled himself, both of our bodies flushed. My head lolled against him, cradled in the nook of his arm as he pressed a sleepy kiss to my forehead.

      We had agreed to share our nothingness, knowing that was all we had to give. But as we settled into bed, as the ebb and flow of his breathing evened out and the curves of our bodies sank into one another, I couldn’t help but wonder if we had created something all the same.
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      I wasn’t sure sleep would find us with the mission looming, but we’d relaxed into one another with ease. Sleep had come and gone, and I was relieved to find my nightmares had, once again, been absent.

      My hand stretched out behind me, searching for the warmth Alarik’s body would offer but found only cold sheets. Fabric rustled from the other side of the room as legs slid into pants, followed by a quiet click of the door. My eyes fluttered open. Could it be time already? The room was still dark, but I knew we’d be leaving before dawn.

      Stifling a yawn, I rolled out of bed in search of my own clothes. My pack had been sent up late last night, as promised. My belongings sat beside the chair, the scraps of silk from last night piled next to them. I fought the blush they brought with them. The soreness between my thighs confirmed I had, indeed, spent the night with Alarik. The memory was arousing and unnerving and liberating all at once.

      I slipped into a pair of crisp, brown pants, and an off-white long sleeved undershirt. Wrapping the russet leather overlay around my body, I tugged the strings to cinch it at the waist, letting the fluttering of my heart fill me with warmth. I expected to feel different, and I guess a piece of me did, but not how I’d thought. I was myself, only I felt a little stronger and less inhibited than before.

      As I laced the brown knee-high boots, I contemplated the journey ahead. There was a buzzing creeping through my body, a drive to move beyond the limits of the Borderlands and the forest that surrounded it. To explore outside of this small spit of land that had been the backdrop to my entire life.

      I’d realized it last night when Alarik’s arms came around me before sleep. It wasn’t an urge to leave, not exactly. It was more like a restlessness—the nagging feeling of being in the wrong place at the right time, of forgetting something important with the shadow of a memory stirring just beyond consciousness.

      The turning of the doorknob and sound of easy footsteps signaled Alarik’s return from the washroom, pausing the reveries of my mind.

      “Good morning, beautiful.” Alarik smiled, sweeping across the room to place a gentle kiss on my lips. The minty aftertaste and swirling scent of spices filled the air.

      “Good morning.” Pressing up on my toes, I surprised both of us by deepening the kiss. Alarik’s arms wrapped around me, the intimacy of last night rushing back as our lips moved.

      “Mmm, great morning,” he mused, a roguish grin on his face. His thumb grazed my chin, holding my face to him a moment longer before letting his hand drop. He offered no promises for the future. No sweet words about what last night meant. And I found I was grateful he didn’t fill the silence with hollow words.

      “The others will meet us at the stables. Are you ready?”

      “Almost,” I muttered, slipping past him to the washroom.

      When I returned, the lights were on, allowing me to take in his room for the first time without the cover of darkness. The bed was a swath of soft greys, complete with a few throw pillows and one fluffy off-white knitted throw. The walls were minimalistic, a clean slate of the lightest storm clouds, mirroring the crisp chill of morning fog on an early winter’s day. It was ordered, devoid of clutter. But there were hints of personal touches, like the leather-bound journal on his bedside table and a map of Pax along the far wall, dotted with multicolored flags and markers.

      My eyes narrowed as I took in the small red dots concentrated throughout the northern half of Pax. The scarlet splashes trailed up, spilling over the southern portion of the Dark Kingdom. Amid the pins was a glaring crimson circle encasing a town only a few miles west of where we’d be traveling today: Neith.

      “What's this?” I asked, pointing to the circle.

      Alarik looked up from pulling fresh sheets over the mattress. “Just a map cataloging the attacks.”

      The artificial offhandedness must have seemed forced even to him, because he released a sigh after tucking in the last corner and came to my side.

      “We haven't been able to find a common ground between the attacks, not in all the strikes we’ve looked into in the past seven years, until this.” His finger reached out to indicate the circle.

      “Neith? Wasn’t that the city mentioned at the trading market?”

      “Yes. We’ve been monitoring it, but the inhabitants remain peaceful. It’s known as a quaint village where the residents have given up riches and chosen to live quiet lives…”

      “But,” I prompted, jolting him from his thoughts.

      He shifted, swallowing once before turning to me. “But it's surrounded by a wall of stone. Stone that, if legends are to be believed, pulses with a silver-blue light in times of an attack.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Like the ones at the ancient temple near my home. Like the ones that had called to me while I was with Ember in the forest.

      I swallowed. “What does it mean?”

      “I’m not sure. I do know that Neith is an ancient village and said to be where Evulka and her human lover, Khrysaor, built their life.”

      I gasped. “I’ve heard the stories. They were the first fae-human union. Evulka gave up her life to be with her human lover.”

      Greer had called it ‘tragically romantic,’ and though I couldn’t see how two individuals dying rather than one was romantic, I found it fascinating that Evulka would give up her own unnaturally long life for another.

      “Yes,” Alarik continued, “but she didn’t just die. Upon Khrysaor’s death, Evulka chose to siphon her life force into the surrounding lands rather than live without him. It is said that with her death, the stones themselves were blessed with the power to protect, only allowing those who hold no ill will for the town’s inhabitants to cross the boundaries. To this day, it is known as a place where humans and fae are free to be with one another, without prejudice.”

      I turned my sights from Alarik back to the blazing red circle on the map. “That doesn’t sound bad.”

      “No, but the legend is not well understood and has not been tested by an attack in at least the last two hundred years. If it truly is protected, what power decides who is friend and who is foe?”

      His face was knitted together in concentration, as if he could discern the information from the circled village. It was there a moment longer before smoothing out.

      “It's of no matter, at least not for this mission. Our target village is here.” He pointed to a benign black dot to the right just beyond the borders of the Dark Kingdom.

      I exhaled a deep breath as bubbles of anticipation rose within me. “So that’s where we're going?”

      “It is.”

      I stared at the seemingly insignificant black dot. This was my first mission, the first real one, anyway. The trading market was familiar. But this would take me outside the boundaries deemed safe for humans. It would be the furthest from home I’d gone. Into the Dark Kingdom itself. For most, that thought alone would send a shiver of fear snaking through them.

      I turned to meet Alarik’s resigned expression, a smile stretching across my face. “Let’s get this adventure started.”
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      We met the rest of the men at the stables, their stallions saddled and prepared for the journey ahead. In the dim light of dawn, I could just make out Vidarr’s blond hair, small twists and braids pulling along the side with the top half secured in a woven tie, drawing attention to his full light blond beard. He always looked ready to destroy something, but with his thick frame covered in battle leathers and the glint of steel strapped to his thighs and along his back, he looked down-right primal.

      Cadoc was beside him, looking as much like a bear as ever, with his shaggy dark hair and wide jaw, his bulk only growing with the number of weapons strapped to him.

      I saw Zelos next, hovering among three others working on saddles for their horses. I vaguely recognized them from training. The one with dark skin and golden eyes was exceptionally skilled at archery and the other two, with sleek black hair and broad cheekbones were brothers, originally from one of the southern kingdoms. They all donned similar weapons and armor, the insignia classifying them as the other members of the Select Guard.

      A breathless gasp left my lips as Evander stepped from the stables with Colt in tow. I shrieked, causing all eyes to snap toward me as I sprinted for him.

      “I didn’t know you were back,” I choked, crashing into him with a hug.

      “I returned last night. I went to see you,” his eyes darted to Alarik briefly before returning to mine, the small movement heating my cheeks, “but was told that you were spending the night studying. With General Holt.”

      His face hardened at my confirming blush.

      “Gods, El. I told you to be kind to him, not to escalate the situation. I thought you would let him down easy.” His voice was stiff as he attempted to keep it low enough for the others not to hear. “He’s your commanding officer. My commanding officer. Have you thought about how this will affect your role here? How people will question everything? They will doubt that you’ve earned any advancement or mission you receive, convinced you’re being rewarded because of your relationship with him.”

      My heart stumbled at his words.

      “Not to mention the strain that comes from being in an inferior position.” Evander pressed his fingers against his temples. “You will need to separate your personal relationship from the professional one. Because if he issues commands as General Holt, you will have to obey them, like we all do, even if you don’t agree with them.”

      I swallowed past the thickness in my mouth. “Gods, I didn’t think it would be this complicated.”

      He fixed me with a pointed stare. “Do you care for him? Is it serious?”

      Did I care for him? Was it serious? Those were two very different questions, but I nodded all the same.

      Evander sighed. “Alarik is not a man prone to serious relationships. If he voiced any type of sentiment or affection for you, it’s real.”

      A warm glow spread through me. I glanced over Evander’s shoulder to watch as Alarik mounted his horse. His eyes found mine across the distance, smirking at having caught me staring.

      “I want you to be happy, El. And I want him to be happy. Gods know you both deserve it. But commanding officer or not, you tell me if he does anything to hurt you.”

      My mouth twitched with Evander’s earnest promise. His frame was as tall as Alarik’s, but lean. I doubted a fight would sway in his favor.

      His lips quirked, as if reading my mind. “He may be bigger than me, but not all battles are won with physical strength. You of all people should understand that. I have ways of defending my loved ones.” His eyes flickered to Alarik before returning to me, apprehension clear. “But let’s hope for both our sakes you don’t need a demonstration of my skills any time soon.”

      I smiled as he mounted Colt before joining the others. Ember was waiting impatiently beside Alarik. She was small compared to the backdrop of battle stallions surrounding her, but as fierce and as eager as ever.

      “I’m surprised you’ve been able to tame her,” Alarik remarked. “She even let Evander secure a saddle for this journey.”

      “There’s no taming Ember. I set her free and with her freedom I earned her trust and respect. We’re a team, her and I.”

      “Well, whatever you did, it worked,” Alarik said as he handed me a few small weapons. “These are to be used in case of emergency. The mission is still recon only, but I’d rather have you over prepared than under.”

      He placed the blades into my outstretched hands, giving me an approving nod as I looped one along my forearm and the other along the hidden inner seam of my boot. I held an expectant hand up, but Alarik shook his head.

      “That’s it? I have plenty of room for others.”

      “Recon, El. You shouldn’t need any weapons.” He turned toward the others, completing a final check before we left.

      “Need and want are two very different things,” I mumbled under my breath as I climbed into the saddle.

      And then we were off.
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      The sun broke over the horizon as we galloped through meadows, the yellows and whites of wildflowers sprinkled among swaying grasses. Small creeks gave way to larger rivers, and wide stretches of smooth pastures climbed into rocky slopes with pine covered forests.

      The horses proved nimble as they maneuvered the rough terrain, ascending the foothills until we arrived at a clearing on an outstretched sheet of rock. The valley expanded beneath us in shades of evergreen pines and the soft blues of winding rivers. Great mountains pierced the sky in the west, their violet ridges capped with snow, trickling along hidden crevices to give way to the frosted lakes below.

      “Incredible, isn’t it?” Alarik asked as he dismounted. The Select Guard and Zelos followed suit, trailing in various directions for a much-deserved rest. “We’ll be stopping here for a few minutes before we finish the last leg of the journey. How are you doing?”

      Ember wandered with the other horses as I came to Alarik’s side. “I’m excited. And nervous. This is the furthest I’ve ever traveled.”

      The wind swirled across my face as I peered over the land. It was there again. That pull, beckoning me, daring me to follow. It was the promise of open skies and vast, green-covered mountains ending with dramatic cliffs and free-falling waters crashing into depthless lakes beneath.

      Alarik’s fingers threaded through mine, their warmth grounding me to the present.

      “Even before, when I traveled with my father and brothers, we never ventured beyond the trading market. My mother had planned on taking Greer and me to the Light Kingdom at some point. She claimed it was to widen our horizons, but we both knew the trip would be for hunting husbands more than anything else.”

      He huffed a laugh, pulling out a bundle of bread and a block of cheese. “In that case, I’m glad you never got the chance to explore.”

      “Thank you,” I said, biting into the loaf and savoring the flaky crust.

      Alarik pulled out a canister of water, following my gaze back to the valley below. “Those are the Jagged Mountains in the west.”

      My eyes widened. The Jagged Mountains trailed south through Pax, growing until their massive peaks reached the secluded Wild Kingdom. But this far north, the Jagged Mountains were known as the marking border between the Dark Kingdom and the… “Wait, so the Fire Kingdom is just beyond?”

      “Don’t worry, El. The mountain range is vast, but yes.” He turned toward the east, pointing out to a twisting brook, waters glistening under the high sun. “Do you see the river that widens along the eastern edge, just there? Curving around the field of violet flowers?”

      I nodded.

      “That’s the border. Once we cross that, you will be in the Dark Kingdom. The village is only two hours north of there. When we reach the town limits, the others will stay along the tree line, but I’ll follow you into the village to ensure things go according to plan.”

      I cocked an eyebrow in his direction. “I thought the plan was for me to go in alone. Aren’t I to mingle with the other distraught females and figure out what the men of this world have been destroying lately?”

      He met my snark with a glare. “I want you to listen, specifically for anything helpful in identifying our enemy. Right now, all signs are pointing to a rogue group of dark fae.”

      A chill raked through me as I recalled the warped, crazed fae we met near my home—rotted creatures with cold black eyes and greying, mottled skin. My eyes flicked to the tick of his jaw. “You still don’t believe the dark fae are responsible?”

      He shook his head, looking out at the beauty of the forest. “Like I said, the dark fae were known for their acceptance of humans and celebrating the diversity of the fae. I know that’s not what most humans have been told, but from what I’ve gathered from ancient texts, they’ve been welcoming. A few accounts even mention them accepting unwanted fae-human offspring. It doesn’t make sense that they would be targeting humans.” Ernest, green eyes found me. “Maybe if we listen long enough, the people of this realm will reveal something to lead us to our true enemy.”

      I nodded, mulling over the truth of his words. “Any other leads?”

      “I have a theory.”

      “You think the southern kingdoms are behind the attacks,” I stated, guessing where his thoughts had led him—to his past, to her. “You think they somehow orchestrated the storm?”

      “Both the Earth and the Light Kingdoms have a documented history of being against fae-human relations.” Like his marriage to Rhosyn. “The Water Kingdom as well, though to a lesser extent. They are geographically isolated from the north, which puts them in a precarious position if they speak out against their neighbors.”

      Alarik’s face was marred with a frown as he continued in a low, steady voice. “But, yes. I think the storm was a curse against humans enacted by the southern kingdoms. I still believe it to be the first attack in a list of countless others.” He took a deep breath in, releasing it in a rush. “I know it sounds like the vendetta of a scorned lover, but my reasoning has nothing to do with what happened to—to her.”

      “I trust you, Alarik. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open.”

      And I did trust him, but I understood that he’d also been through a lot. Not only losing his first love, but to have her butchered in front of him… it was more than anyone should have to endure. How could that not skew his opinion?

      All of Pax feared the dark fae and looked to the light fae as our saviors. They were blessed in healing and unrivaled in their talent to construct wards. I wasn’t sure about the Earth Kingdom, but it was ingrained in light fae to fix illnesses, not create them. Not to mention that their army was quaint in comparison to the other kingdoms. They weren’t exactly welcoming to outsiders, especially humans, but they lacked the physical skills and the mental ruthlessness to construct something of this magnitude.

      “Time to go,” Alarik said, giving my hand a brief squeeze before rounding up the others.

      We picked our way down the hill, one after the other, angling for the border. The forest thinned as we neared. Bright green shrubs dotted the forest floor, speckled in pale pink blossoms and patches of bright white daisies until we came to the river.

      Crossing along a shallow, rocky bank, we entered the Dark Kingdom. The scent of sweet-smelling flowers filled my lungs, enveloping me like a soothing embrace. Though we maintained a steady pace, the sun was low on the horizon when the shadow of a village winked into view.

      “You’re going to need to leave Ember with us,” Alarik said as we stopped near the edge of the trees. “She’s too conspicuous. Remember, you were displaced from your home along the outskirts of the Dark Kingdom after running from an attack and are seeking shelter.”

      I slid off Ember’s back as she huffed her disagreement. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon and then we can race these guys back to base tomorrow morning. What do you think?”

      She neighed her excitement, nudging me with her velvet nose as if insisting I hurry with the mission so we could get to the fun part.

      Alarik slipped off his own horse, pointing toward a tall, pitched roof. “I’ll be waiting near that building to collect you.”

      “I can do this,” I soothed, suppressing my own nerves to give him a reassuring smile.

      He frowned, his mouthing opening as if to argue. “El, I think it might be best if—”

      “Of course, you can do this,” Vidarr’s strong voice rattled as he dismounted next to us.

      He clasped my shoulder before meeting Alarik’s hard glare. “She’s smart, Alarik. She can handle herself. Not to mention she’s been kicking the men’s asses for days now.”

      The rest of the men voiced their agreement at Vidarr’s candor, but Zelos’s raucous huff was the loudest among them.

      “She can handle herself, General,” Zelos said, eyes never leaving mine. “Can’t you, sweetheart?”

      “Yes, I can.” I flashed him and the Guard a grateful smile. My heart clenched as I caught sight of Evander’s face, beaming with pride. He gave me a near imperceptible nod. A blessing.

      “See?” I said, meeting Alarik’s waiting eyes. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’ll see you in a few hours.” Not waiting for a response, I pushed past him toward the village.

      “El,” Alarik called. “Remember to be out before nightfall. The shelter closes until dawn. If you’re inside when that happens, we won’t attempt to get you out. The women and children within have been through enough.”

      “Relax, General. It’s just a recon mission.”

      His lips twitched. I did my best to ignore the men’s stares as I turned. Pausing at the edge of the forest, I inhaled a deep breath. It was just recon. How hard could it be?

      Exhaling, I started toward the looming buildings and slipped between the walls of the village.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 45

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a quaint village. Small cottages were planted amidst home gardens with worn dirt roads weaving among them. Tattered cotton clothing swayed in the light breeze as children scurried beneath, their giggles mixing with the growing sounds of the town beyond.

      Following the gentle slope of the road, the packed dirt transitioned to cobblestone streets lined with window-front shops and petite cafes. A worn wooden sign with a fresh coat of paint greeted those entering the town: Welcome to Selene.

      Passing through the main square, I skirted around the babbling fountain toward the building tucked in the far corner.

      The stones were a dark grey, the edges rounded with time, but the painted glass was as majestic as ever. I curved around the side toward a small door under the tower. The symbol of the triple moon gleamed atop the arched frame.

      I made to enter, but drew up short when I spotted the two burly looking men in full armor standing guard. A woman with ash colored hair and kind eyes stood between them, dwarfed by their size. The lines across her face deepened into a smile as I took the last few steps toward them.

      “Hello, young soul. Are you in need of a safe place to rest? It's not much, but we can offer a soft pillow and a meager meal. If you have any men with you, they will need to find lodging elsewhere. Only women and children are allowed in.”

      I glanced at the two hulking figures on either side of the steps.

      “Don’t mind them. These are a few of my grandsons. They are here to protect us but still not allowed to enter.” Her voice softened with the small dip of my head. “Come, child. Let’s get you something to eat.”

      The guards parted, allowing us to slip under the ancient goddess’s protection as we entered. The cool stones of the hall widened into a vast room. Great wooden beams arched across the vaulted ceilings, linking stone walls, alternating with domed windows along the upper level. Ornate metal lanterns lined the walkway, their flickering candles casting small designs against the deep greys of the inner stone path. We stepped through the peaceful place toward the hallway along the far wall.

      The grey-haired woman drifted down the stairs, surprisingly nimble in her movements, until we came to an expansive room, the same length as the one above. But where there were stretches of windows before, this space was completely enclosed. Rows of make-shift beds covered the floors, composed of repaired cushions and ruffled blankets, but the few families scattered among them seemed content—happy even.

      “We originally had the sleeping quarters on the main floor,” the elder lady explained. “But most feel safer below. You’ll find this room gets rather full as the day ends. We close the gates at sunset and open them with the dawn, but the guards will continue standing watch throughout the night. You are free to come and go as you please and if you require anything, ask for me. My name is Flora.”

      “Thank you,” I said, finding my voice.

      Flora offered me a warm smile in return. “We do what we can.”

      A young woman with a child trailing after her, and another slung across her hip, passed through a side corridor, extending a bundle of blankets topped with a pillow. Flora thanked her before guiding me to an open nook.

      “You may stay here as long as you wish. Dinner is served an hour before sunset every day, so they will be preparing it now.” She pressed a gnarled hand to mine, her eyes crinkling with a warm smile. “If you have any questions, come find me.”

      Once I was sure she was out of sight, I set the blanket and pillow aside. I spared a quick glance around the room, which was mostly empty, only composed of a handful of exhausted mothers tending to their crying infants. I stepped into the shadowed hall beyond and down the dimly lit corridor in search of the dining hall.

      Women and children filtered past, some sparing gave kind, hesitant smiles, while others shied away. My stomach twisted as another kept her head down while passing. It was an uncomfortable reminder that each person here was seeking refuge. Most had presumably lost family and friends to the deadly attacks, while others were forced to relinquish their homes in an attempt to outrun the onslaught.

      I kept my own eyes low as I wandered along chilled passageways and abandoned rooms, purposely leaving the crowds to search for anything useful. Some rooms were filled with relics of old, or bits of altars and candles meant for worshiping, but most were vacant.

      Nothing useful.

      A weight settled in the pit of my stomach. I’d have to find my way back to the main hall and speak with a few of the residents. Hopefully, I would discover some information pointing to our true enemy.

      Spinning away from the last empty room, I turned back to the hall. A gasp stole from my lips as I caught sight of a looming figure along the far wall of the hallway.

      “Hello.” A sweet voice flittered over me as a young woman stepped into the light. Tight umber curls framed her face in a beautiful mane, her deep complexion and thick ebony lashes highlighting the rich, golden hue of her eyes. They were sharp, as calculating as a panther’s, but her full lips stretched into a bright smile.

      “Are you new here?” she asked. “You seem lost.”

      I fixed a carefree grin to my face as I neared. Her body was crisscrossed with lean, toned muscles, not dissimilar to what mine was becoming.

      “It's my first day,” I said. My gaze drifted over her long cotton top paired with black pants and boots. It was practical. Most would glance over it, but I knew the quality was too well preserved to be a hunter and too refined to adorn someone of common origin. I glanced toward where the tips of her ears would be, but the halos of curls obscured them from view.

      “Would you like me to show you where the food is? Dinner should be nearly ready.” Her smile tightened as I joined her side.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Not a problem.” Her countenance softened as we started walking. “You can call me Naz. I stop by periodically to see how things are going here. I helped build the shelter as soon as it was clear the attacks were continuing. I’m sorry for whatever circumstance brought you here.”

      I could have left it at that, but something about her presence felt oddly comforting and I found the words were tumbling from my lips before I thought better of it. “I lost my parents and twin older brothers.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      I shrugged, hating the pang of grief that never seemed to fully heal. “Others have suffered greater than I have. I’ve been traveling on my own, trying to stay ahead of things. I heard this place offered safety.” Technically, not a lie. “Has there been any progress in identifying the attackers?”

      Gilded eyes shot to me, her smile slipping. I held her gaze, willing my pulse to stay even and my eyes open. She looked away as we turned down another well-lit hall. A swarm of children darted past us as their mothers trailed after, offering lighthearted apologies.

      Just as I had given up on an answer, she spoke. “Some. It sounds like another fae attack. Two more villages have been claimed to the west. Both were isolated and had not asked for additional protection from the crown.”

      “The crown? As in, the Dark King is offering protection? Even to the outlying villages?”

      She quirked a brow, studying me a moment longer before responding. “Of course. But they denied the king’s aid. Whether from pride or suspicion cultivated from the circulating slander, it was their undoing. I’m sure you’ve heard some terrible things about the Dark Kingdom yourself. You said you were traveling north?”

      I controlled my features as best as I could, trying to recall if I had mentioned traveling north. I didn’t think so. But she didn’t wait for an answer.

      “I assure you, the ruling dark royals are not responsible for the plague ravishing our lands. I know it can be difficult for those not living in the Dark Kingdom to believe it, but it’s the truth. The king does his best to protect us.”

      My jaw clenched. So much for blending in. There was no point in pretending to be from the Dark Kingdom at this point. “Perhaps the dark royals aren’t responsible for the attacks, but that doesn’t mean other dark fae aren’t.”

      Before the words finished leaving my mouth, fingers dug into my shoulder and the world spun. My head crashed against the stone wall with a heavy thud as my vision swam.

      “What are you doing here?” she hissed, face inches from mine. I blinked, discovering we were pressed into a secluded alcove just beyond the hall. “You don’t seem to be running from anything; no great fear or distress is troubling you, beyond our current predicament.”

      My hand flew to the concealed dagger along my forearm, but she was quicker.

      “Don’t,” she warned with the press of a blade to my throat. I hadn’t even seen her move. “You smell of horses and men, and yet you’re alone. You don't have the look of someone accustomed to privilege, but your clothing is new, as are the leather straps beneath holding your freshly sharpened blades. New and expensive.”

      I swallowed. The movement caused the soft skin of my neck to stretch across the cool steel.

      “Instigating fear will not be tolerated here. So, I will ask once more, what is your purpose here?”

      My mouth ran dry as my pulse raced. She glared at me a moment longer before stepping back, both of us knowing she could disarm me, or worse, before I could even undo the straps containing my daggers. I took a large breath, and then another, attempting to reign in my fear as my mind whirled. But there was no point in lying.

      “I’m not from one of the nearby villages and I’m not here to seek shelter.” Her eyes turned to steel, but I pressed on, words rushing from my lips. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. I’ve lost members of my family, too. I know what it’s like to have the world ripped out from under you. That kind of loss… If I can prevent another person from having to experience that, I will. I need to.”

      Her chin tilted up as she swept an appraising gaze over me. “You plan to fight.”

      I nodded.

      She pursed her lips but hadn’t dismissed my intent. That alone gave me the will to continue. “These attacks may not be authorized by the dark royals, hell they may not be from the dark fae at all, but they are fae attacks. No human attack can match the brutality and speed at which villages are being destroyed.”

      She stepped away from me, deciding this conversation was over as she made to turn toward the hall.

      My hand lashed out of its own accord, clasping her arm to draw her attention back to me. It was risky, but I needed answers.

      “I saw them.” Her head dipped with a skeptical tilt as I continued. “The fae. At least I think I did. There were only a few when we were attacked, but I think they’re the same as the ones targeting human-based villages.”

      She sighed, crossing her arms as she did so. “You think you saw the creatures responsible for the slaughtering of hundreds of villages over the last seven years?”

      “They had pitch black eyes.” She stilled. “But cold and lifeless. And their skin was grey, almost as if the body wanted to decompose but wasn’t allowed to. They had tipped ears but they were… off.”

      A chill raked through me as I recalled the synchronized voices in the clearing, the ones that had predicted Alarik’s failure and promised the downfall of humanity. I shook my head, looking up to find her critical gaze recovered.

      “You’ve faced the Fractured. And lived?”

      My eyes widened. They had a name. The Fractured. “I was with another, but yes, we lived.”

      “Not many can say that. But you’re human. And humans cannot win this war.” Though her words held no malice, they sliced deep. “Your—our—numbers have been decimated. The storm cut the human population in half within a fortnight. Add in the ongoing massacres and inability for human infants to survive… I’m not saying this to hurt you, but if you plan to fight, you should know what you’re up against and I worry you don’t understand the gravity of the situation.”

      She shook her head as she made her way back toward the hall, leaving me little choice to follow.

      My jaw ticked. “Then explain it to me.”

      Naz raised a brow but proceeded. “Those with human blood continue to die by the thousands. The strikes are premeditated and strategically placed, but cannot be tracked or predicted by anyone—human or fae—within the seven kingdoms. One day there’s a thriving town—the next, nothing is left but embers and ash.”

      “And no one has bothered looking for an alternative enemy when all the world believes the dark fae responsible,” I said, deflating as the reality of the situation closed in upon me.

      Her tone softened as she took in my pale complexion. “The point is, I respect your bravery, but it's safer if you leave this to the fae.”

      Leave this to the fae. I narrowed my eyes but was still unable to catch a glimpse of her ears through the thick curls. “We—you mean. As in we humans, you and I, should leave this matter to the fae.”

      Her plump lips pulled into a tight smile. “Yes, of course. It's growing late. You are free to listen to the others if you are truly seeking answers. At the very least, you will come to understand that the dark royals are innocent in this.”

      We turned down another corridor, walking toward the open door at the end of the hall. The clattering of silverware and idle conversation rose to meet us.

      Naz pulled up short, pinning me with a saccharine smile. “You are free to listen, but if I hear of you making one person seeking refuge uncomfortable, I will escort you from the premises myself.”

      “I’m not here to hurt anyone.” I narrowed my eyes, offended that she thought I could take advantage of those seeking shelter. “I meant what I said.”

      Her smile grew. “Good, because I meant what I said, too.”
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      The bustle of the kitchen drew my attention as I faced the room. It was narrow with stout granite walls, but the warmth of the ovens and cozy conversations brought life to the small space.

      The line for food shifted forward, drawing me with it. I decided on a bowl of leek and potato soup with a warm buttered roll before setting to the task of securing a place to eat.

      Benches lined either side of long wooden tables spanning the length of the room. My stomach flipped as my eyes combed through the nearly full sitting area. The thought of having to worm my way into a table among the clusters of friends and families was nauseating.

      “I know it can be overwhelming at first.” I jumped with the nearness of a voice, turning to find a middle-aged woman. “Why don’t you come sit near me? You look to be around the same age as my daughters. Perhaps you could be friends.”

      Light reflected off silver streaks in her otherwise dark hair as she signaled to a pair of girls at the far end of the table, sporting the same tanned skin and ebony locks as their mother.

      Muttering a thank you, I took a seat beside them. Their mother sat a small distance away, diving into conversation with the others at the table, as her daughters greeted me.

      After a quick hello, her daughters turned back to their conversation with a pair of fair skinned girls across from them.

      “No, it happened two nights ago, I swear. He said they would be coming back tonight.” The girl with bright red hair and a splash of freckles looked to her friends for validation.

      One of the daughters snorted, a cynical glint flashing in her eyes as she waved off the girl’s plea. “Why would a soldier give away their plan? You probably had another nightmare, Serephina.”

      “I did not, Briony, and you know it!” Serephina shrieked, her fist balling as a red tint lit her cheeks. Her outburst pulled a few looks in our direction, but soon the sounds of dinner picked up again.

      “He didn’t know I was there. I told you, I was going to visit my cousin. I left early, running the entire distance, even though Mama told me not to go. It was before we’d heard about the town…” She stared daggers at the girl as she fought to keep her voice steady, tears pricking at her eyes. “I thought it would be safe, that—that she was safe. I didn’t think…”

      “I’m sorry you lost your cousin, Ser,” the elder of the two daughters soothed. Rather than her sister’s skepticism, her eyes imparted kindness, tempered by pity. “We are all sorry, but the attack on her village was just reported. If what you claim to have heard were the truth, the soldiers scouting the surrounding area would have found the fae responsible.”

      Serephina flinched. “I don’t know how they’re staying hidden, but I wouldn’t make this up. They were describing Neith, just west of my cousin’s village. I’ve run across the length of the guarded stone bridge every summer since I was a child. There could be no other place to fit the description.”

      The elder daughter frowned. Ser shifted her attention to the last of the girls, her sister most likely. She had the same splash of freckles and same light brown eyes, but her hair was blonde with just a hint of strawberry.

      “Please,” Ser pleaded. “Back me up. It wasn’t a nightmare.”

      But her sister only shook her head. “It had to be a nightmare, Ser. Even small armies aren’t invisible, and the entire surrounding area has been checked. They’re right. If an attack was going to happen tonight, they would’ve had to stay close. They would have been found. You don’t need to worry.”

      “Wait.” All four girls snapped their attention toward me, but I focused only on Seraphina’s copper eyes shining with tears. “You heard of an attack that was to take place tonight? Did you report it?”

      Briony rolled her eyes. “Great, she even has the new girl freaking out.”

      “I’m not freaking out, just curious.”

      “I did, but nobody believes me. Most don’t even believe I made it to my cousin’s village in the first place.”

      “We believe you, Ser. It’s the other parts that don’t add up.” Ser’s sister reached for her hand across the table, but she snatched her hand away.

      “Why wouldn’t people believe you travelled to see your cousin?”

      Her lips quirked with the faintest hint of a proud smile. She shrugged. “I’m fast.”

      Her sister snorted, blonde hair catching the light as she shook her head. “She’s not just fast, she’s the fastest person we’ve seen. She’s even tried to prove it, but the soldiers wrote it off to her cheating in some way. And she’s getting faster.”

      I turned back to Ser. She shrugged again at the question in my eyes.

      “It started picking up when I was around ten. It gets easier the more I run or if I’m frightened. That’s part of the reason the soldiers don’t believe me, because I made it home within two hours and the village is a little over fifteen miles from here.”

      A human with increased speed—speed to rival a fae. I cocked my head to the side. Weirder things had happened, but still it was unusual. “And you’re how old now?”

      “Seventeen.” Around Lannie’s age. Which meant the change occurred right around the time of the storm. It could be linked. There were whispers of humans displaying fae-like abilities shortly after, but only humans with trackable fae lineage should be able to tap into them.

      Evander had theorized it could happen if the humans involved housed dormant fae genes, which were somehow activated around the time of the storm. It’d been unheard of for such diluted fae genetics to exhibit traits, but things had been changing these last seven years.

      My hazel eyes locked with Ser’s fierce brown ones. There was fear there, yes, but also the calm assurance of someone who knew they spoke the truth.

      “Why don’t you three believe her?”

      Ser’s sister shared a chagrined look with the elder daughter, while Briony looked at me as if I were a particularly complex puzzle she was trying to piece together. “Who are you, anyway?”

      I smiled. “I’m Elara.”

      “Well, Elara,” she drawled. “It’s not that we don’t believe her, but what she is saying can't be true.”

      “And those two things are different how?”

      She bristled. “The soldiers did a full sweep of the area. They found nothing to indicate an army was nearby. If there was to be an attack on Neith, an army would have been discovered.” She stared down her nose at me. “You’re new here, so I’ll give you a little insight. Ser always has these nightmares. I, personally, just think it’s a ploy for attention—”

      “Bri,” hissed Ser’s sister, eyes darting to Ser’s flaming complexion.

      “Either way,” Briony spat the words. “There’s no army. No tracks, no horses, nothing. Ser either made it up or she dreamed it.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” I met Bri’s haughty look with a carefree shrug. Dismissing her with little more than a glance, I focused back on Ser. “Even soldiers make mistakes. Perhaps they missed something or perhaps it was a dream. Either way, I’m glad you warned them. If anything does happen, it won’t be your fault.”

      “I hope I’m wrong.” It was a soft whisper, directed toward her bowl as her shoulders hunched. The others followed suit, diving into their own food.

      After a few minutes, I muttered an excuse about getting ready for the evening before taking my leave. I retraced my steps, passing the sleeping quarters to ascend the stairs. My feet dashed across the ground level, the tight coil in my chest releasing as I noted the burst of color shining through the painted glass. The sun was still up.

      My fingers worked the reinforced latch on the side door, swiping it open as I stepped through the arch and onto the cobblestone street. The sky was stained a bright magenta, the last surge of light before the sun yielded to the horizon.

      The wind whirled and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. My shoulders tensed as I felt the presence of an unknown entity watching me. I scrutinized the square, my eyes snagging on a cloaked figure lingering in the shadows. Could that be Alarik?

      The hood was pulled low, but the breeze caught the edge, flipping it back to expose warm cinnamon eyes framed by dark lashes. His full lips twitched into a playful grin. With the subtlest of movements, his head dipped, as if daring me to follow.

      I inhaled a deep breath, catching notes of pine and far off places. My feet moved of their own accord, taking me closer to him. But a firm hand snagged my wrist. Repressing the urge to hiss, I spun around.

      Fierce brown eyes peered out beneath silver-grey locks, the low sun casting shadows across her face, deepening the worry lines across her brows. The grandmother who had first welcomed me.

      “Child, you may stay, if you wish. I promise you, we can keep you safe. Others have tried to enter before and have failed. There are more than just my grandsons protecting us here.”

      I shook my head, yanking my attention back toward the hooded figure in the shadows. He was gone.

      Another figure stepped forward from the alley. Right where he promised he would be. Green eyes swept down my frame—relief, worry, anxiousness whirling together.

      “I’m okay,” I said, speaking to Flora and the two guards flanking her. Alarik approached slowly, extending his hand for me from the far side of the road.

      “The choice is yours.” Flora’s words were low but strong, drawing my eyes to hers. Concern peered out, flashing from Alarik’s poised form and then back to me. Her hand slipped into mine and gave a comforting squeeze.

      “Thank you, but it’s not like that. He’s a good man. I wasn’t sure if he would make it before nightfall and I didn’t want to risk being alone. But now that he’s here, I won’t need to take space away from another.”

      Her sharp gaze pierced mine, holding it until she uncovered what she sought. She gave one more squeeze before sending me off. “If you find any women or children in need, please direct them to us.”

      I agreed. Sparing a last glance at the vacant shadows where a lingering tug called to me, I stepped forward into the descending night.
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      Alarik and I walked in silence, my hand linked with his, until we were outside the village and away from any prying eyes.

      “I’m glad to see you’re in one piece,” he said, pulling me against his chest. My arms wrapped around him, inhaling the spiced scent.

      “I told you there was nothing to worry about.”

      “You did,” he said as we started through the trees. “The others are waiting for us. We made camp about a mile in.”

      We walked, a peaceful contentment surrounding us as the sounds of the forest hovered with the haze of twilight. Orange flames danced in the fading light, signaling camp a few paces deeper.

      Ember’s crisp nicker cut through the air, followed by an annoyed huff. A giggle tumbled from my lips as I dashed to her side, undoing the tie tethering her to the branch.

      “Did you miss me?” She nuzzled her velvet nose against my chest. “I missed you, too.”

      Alarik’s deep chuckle sounded behind us. “She was so mad when we fastened her to the tree.”

      Ember neighed and pinned him with a glare.

      Alarik held his hands up with a laugh. “But she refused to stay on her own accord. Kept acting like she was going to run off to find you.”

      “I don’t think that’s true. If Ember wanted to follow me, she would have.” She gave a quick dip of her head in agreement, tilting into me as I scratched behind her ears. “Come on, girl. Let's join the others.”

      She made a gesture, not unlike rolling her eyes, but followed as Alarik and I pressed through the last of the branches, joining the men in the open glen.

      Evander spotted us first. He was at my side in a flash, squishing me with a relieved hug before holding me out for inspection. Finding nothing amiss, he smiled. “I knew you’d handle it. It looks like you didn’t even have to draw your weapons.”

      “Nope. But I think I need to reconsider where I keep them.” I waved off their confused looks. “It was nothing, but we need to talk.”

      Zelos cocked his head to the side as the others gathered nearer.

      “A girl there claimed she heard about an attack that would occur tonight.” The men stilled. My eyes darted across each of them before focusing on Alarik with keen interest. “She claimed the attack would happen at Neith.”

      It was brief, but I saw the flash of stunned recognition before he turned away with a curse.

      “I don't see the problem,” Zelos added with a shrug.

      “Zelos,” Alarik warned.

      “What? We can check out the town tonight instead of tomorrow morning.”

      “You were planning on going to Neith?” My eyes bounced from Evander’s flushed face, to Vidarr’s frown, and back to Zelos’s confused brows.

      “El—” Alarik started.

      “You didn’t think to tell me, even after this mor—” I bit my tongue a moment too late. The men shifted, looking anywhere but at me. Forcing the words to remain low, I said, “You should have told me about Neith.”

      “There was no need. It wasn’t pertinent to your mission. You were assigned recon only. The others were going to check on Neith tomorrow before we left.”

      A flicker of understanding snapped into place. “Is this why you insisted on the Select Guard joining me? In case Neith was attacked?”

      “The Select are here because I deemed it was necessary. They have their own task for this journey, one in which does not require your involvement.”

      Ire rose within me, snapping the limited amount of control I had left. “You should have warned me of the possibility of an attack. I would have prepared differently.”

      “That’s exactly why I didn’t tell you.” The control in his own voice had started to waver. “You would have been distracted. It could have jeopardized your task.”

      “My task. I can handle more than gathering information.” Even as I spoke the words, a coil of doubt twisted my gut. The woman—Naz—had managed to disarm me within seconds, before I could even draw a blade. Pushing the thoughts away, I held Alarik’s glare. “I know I need to earn my spot here, but I already have. My skills in battle are good—great, even. I’m in the highest-ranking group—second only to him,” I seethed, gesturing toward Zelos.

      Zelos’s dark eyes darted between the two of us before his head dipped ever so slightly. A vast warmth spread from my chest at the small movement. He agreed with me—in front of Alarik and the entire Select Guard.

      “Now is not the time to have this discussion,” Alarik growled. “It's not up to Zelos, or anyone else, for that matter. There are rules in place for a reason. I can’t have you running off with only half of your training. You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      I flinched, but his words didn’t slow.

      “This isn’t personal, El. I’m the general. I can't make exceptions for you just because—”

      My cheeks heated as he glanced toward the others. When he spoke again, his voice was low and laced with a sad frustration.

      “I’m trying to keep everyone safe. You would be a liability to the others.”

      A dark form materialized from the shadows. I vaguely recognized him as the archer who’d introduced himself earlier—Kavan.

      “The sun is fading,” his rich vibrato voice issued. “Most of the strikes happened at night. We should go.”

      The others muttered their agreement, scattering to prepare the horses and check weapons.

      Alarik turned toward me, his face grim. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to stay in the town for the evening while we check things out?”

      I gave my head a firm shake.

      He raked a hand through his hair, groaning with indecision. “El, you need—”

      “I’ll stay with her.” Zelos stepped forward. He tilted his chin up as all eyes fell to him. “If there’s any chance this could be a real attack, we can’t afford to delay.”

      I hastily closed my mouth as Zelos’s gaze found mine, his dark brown eyes swirling with an unrecognizable emotion.

      “Elara wasn’t exaggerating her skill level. She’s tough and has worked harder than any of the other recruits.”

      His words were stated calmly, delivered as a matter of fact, unphased by the growing tick in Alarik’s jaw.

      “Zelos—” Alarik said, but his protest was cut short.

      “There are things she still needs to learn, but she knows enough to not be a liability.” Alarik’s eyes narrowed as Zelos forced a laugh. “Come on, General. You’ve known how talented she is from the beginning. Evander recruited her for gods’ sake. Give her a chance.”

      Evander stilled.

      My brows knitted together. “No, Evander didn’t recruit me. Alarik found me in the forest.”

      But even as the words left my lips, a crashing realization descended upon me. Alarik found me in the woods, miles from the base and under the pretense of gathering food. Gods. The notion that Alarik would need to hunt—the general of the strongest human base, complete with a dinner hall and full kitchen staff—sounded ridiculous.

      I swallowed past the dryness of my throat. “Evander?”

      He glanced to Alarik, and with that one look, I knew the truth.

      “Gods,” I breathed.

      “All I did was recommend you. You earned your spot on your own.” I could hear the desperate notes bleeding through Evander’s voice, but couldn’t find the strength to comfort him.

      “That’s not the point,” Zelos said, a frown marring his face. “The point is, that she is well equipped to handle the possibility of battle. We are only following up on a lead.”

      “I think you’ve said enough, Zelos.” Alarik’s voice was cold.

      “It’s not my fault you lied to her—”

      “I didn’t lie.”

      “Please,” Zelos sneered. “What else would you call—”

      “Enough,” I snapped, forcing a deep breath into my lungs. “We don’t have time for this.” My heart was still lodged somewhere in my stomach, but I would deal with Alarik and Evander later. “We need to go. And I do mean we,” I added with a pointed glare at Alarik.

      The others hovered in the lengthening silence, waiting for their general’s reaction. Just when it looked like he was about to shake his head in denial, Zelos added, “I’ll take full responsibility for her. Any orders she does not obey will be at my expense.”

      I sucked in a breath, knowing that if I did anything wrong, it would be his promotion on the line. “Zelos—”

      “Agreed,” Alarik said, releasing the others. They hurried toward the horses. “If you can't keep one soldier in line, then perhaps you’re not ready to join the Guard.”

      Zelos stiffened, but refused to look away. “Yes, sir.”

      “He can stay with me,” I snapped, swinging up onto Ember. “But I’m still going.”

      Neither of them acknowledged I’d spoken.

      Alarik stared down from his horse, pinning Zelos with a harsh glare. “She can ride with us. But this does not end with her drawing a blade, do you understand? At the first signs of a threat, you take her straight back to the base.”

      Zelos’s eyes widened at his command, darting to me, watching as understanding dawned across my face. If it came down to it, I wouldn’t be allowed to fight—I’d be nothing more than a spectator.

      “No.” I urged Ember forward, blocking Alarik’s view of Zelos and forcing him to face me. “No, Alarik. I’ve passed all your classes and extra tests. I’ve trained with the men and am just as capable as they are. I deserve to be included in this.”

      “Zelos, that is a direct order,” Alarik boomed, refusing to meet my eyes.

      “Yes, sir.” It sounded like the words were dragged from his mouth.

      My heart sank as Alarik finally met my burning gaze. “Stay safe, El.”

      “Don’t you dare. This conversation isn’t over—” but he was already gone, leading the thundering collection of men through the trees and into the swiftly approaching night. Evander spared a brief shake of his head, before falling in line.

      “Alarik is going to be furious,” Zelos muttered as he pulled out a long, narrow bundle from his pack once the others had left. The fabric fell away to reveal a slender blade.

      “My blade?” I gasped.

      It wasn’t my blade, not really, but I had taken to it during training. The bright silver hilt felt familiar in my hand, imprinted with woven vines stretching up and around into blooming Nightshade. I allowed myself to briefly appreciate the freshly sharpened edge and the care with which someone took to prepare it, as if it, too, were meant to see battle.

      “I don’t know how to thank you for this,” I said, swallowing the lump in my throat.

      “I figured it would come in handy.” His lips tilted into a smirk. “But if you insist, I have plenty of ideas of how you could show your gratitude.” He wiggled his brows at me, shattering the glare I had shot his way as he swung onto his horse. “At least Alarik said you could join us. Let’s hope there won’t be a reason to draw your blade.”

      “I still can’t believe you did that,” I said as the two of us started after the others.

      “Which part? Complimenting you or irritating your boyfriend?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.” I shook my head, my smile fading. “You risked your spot in the Guard for me. Why would you do that?”

      He shrugged, his cocky smile firmly in place, but his eyes grew distant. “Maybe I was wrong about you. Maybe I like what comes out of that pretty little mouth of yours almost as much as I like looking at it.”

      My lips tilted as I glanced over, expecting to see his familiar smirk. But his face was calm, his eyes fixated on my lips. It felt as if my stomach had turned to lead. My tongue darted out of its own accord, licking my bottom lip before pulling it back between my teeth. It was a habit born of nerves but Zelos groaned as he tracked the movement.

      “Maybe I have more selfish reasons.”

      I yanked my eyes away from him, focusing on the road before us.

      “Or maybe I just like getting under Alarik’s skin and have found the perfect way to do it.” Zelos laughed. It was forced, but I was grateful for the reprieve it offered.

      “Whatever your reasons are, I hope you won’t regret it.” I leaned into Ember, urging her on as we sped through the trees. I could have sworn I heard the whispered words, ‘I won't,’ chasing after me.
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      Despite the indignation coursing through my veins, I couldn’t help but admire the graceful movement of the horses and their riders as they navigated the darkening forest. We sped past overturned trees and rocks, avoiding upturned roots and potholes with ease.

      The sky dimmed as the last of the sun’s light faded, giving way to glittering stars winking to life. As the moon reached its pinnacle overhead, we came to a standstill hovering within the shelter of thick trees on the edge of a large clearing. Gently swaying grass shifted in the subtle night breeze, stretching out before us until it met the edge of a vast river. The rolling waters lapped along muddy banks, with a sleepy town nestled within. The only sound emanating from the island was the churning of a great watermill positioned alongside its gates. Everything else was still, as if frozen in time.

      The town was connected to land by the great arc of a bridge. It reached across the waters toward us with deep grey and soft blue stones nearly luminescent in the light of the stars. Matching stone buildings riddled the cozy town beyond, completed with thatched roofs and squat chimneys.

      A cloud passed, allowing the light of the moon to illuminate the scene before us. It shimmered along the waters, reflecting against the bridge, the watermill, to the closed gates and the town nestled within. The sight caused my mouth to run dry. I had thought it a trick of the light, a refraction, or distorted perception of some kind, but the stones were glowing. All of them. Composed of the same silver-blue rock that had haunted me since that day in the forest.

      “Alarik…” My voice trailed off, unsure what to ask.

      “I see them,” he answered. “I’m not sure what it means. Perhaps an enchantment of some sort?” The question was meant for Evander.

      “Perhaps,” Evander frowned. “I would need to get closer to be sure, but something feels… off.” His eyes flicked to mine. “This is what you saw in the forest with Ember? The stone ring and temple Vidarr was sent to investigate?”

      “Yes. They are just like the ones near our home.”

      Evander drew up short. “Are you referring to the ancient temple to the west? The one near your home?”

      “Yes,” I said slowly, unsure why he would need clarification. “The same ones we happened upon as children. Alarik and I stumbled upon it a few months ago—”

      “Those stones don’t glow, Elara. There is magic—something primal,” he shook his head. “But the stones have never glowed.”

      Silence enveloped us as my mind whirled. “What do you mean? It’s the same place that Greer and I described the summer before the storm. You went back to investigate. You and Jem and Torin—”

      “We did,” he cut in, voice troubled. “We found a temple, but it was composed of normal, grey-slated stones.”

      “There was a pulse to them when I was with her,” Alarik answered, eyes trained on Evander.

      The two seemed to dive into a silent conversation. I made to interrupt, to ask the dozens of questions swirling in my mind, but a strained hush had fallen throughout the forest. The subtle currents of the gurgling river were loud against the night, and I realized that even the normal clamor of the forest had vanished.

      “Vidarr, stay with Elara and Zelos,” Alarik said.

      Zelos stiffened. I opened my mouth to argue, but Alarik had already turned away, dismissing my response before it was issued.

      “I want us to be as silent as possible. That means everyone leaves their horse here, except for Cadoc.” His eyes searched the trees, the river, the bridge. “Cadoc, you up for it?”

      “I’d love to, boss,” he said, his smile grizzly, even from here.

      Alarik gave a nod, sending Cadoc galloping into the forest, moving parallel to the river toward the bridge. “Evander and I will take the right flank,” he said. “Kavan, I want you to blend into the trees. If this becomes a fight, you know what to do.”

      A stallion with a midnight black coat and white spots along his front hooves came forward, bringing with him the silent archer. His black hair was shaved close, his midnight eyes locking on Alarik.

      “Stay hidden,” Alarik ordered. Kavan nodded, his quiet countenance providing a soothing calm to the growing tension. He dismounted swiftly before rushing into the trees, as mute as the dead.

      “Skender, Xaun, left flank.” The older brother, Skender, nodded, his sleek black hair secured with a tie. Xaun dipped his chin, his smooth hair grazing his shoulders with the motion before turning into the night.

      I dismounted, rounding on Alarik, as Evander shook his head just behind his shoulder. “You really expect me—”

      “Elara, once we know everything is safe, I’ll give the signal for you to join us. You agreed to stick with recon only until we reevaluated the situation at a later date. I am only asking for enough time to make sure it's safe.”

      The underlying sincerity of his tone, and a reproachful shake of Evander’s head, had me biting my tongue. I nodded once, before Alarik and Evander stalked through the trees toward the mouth of the bridge.

      “I thought you were going to call him on his overprotective bullshit for a moment there, El,” Zelos said as he dismounted, tying his horse next to the others. Vidarr shook his head before purposely turning toward the glen, moving a few paces away to afford us privacy.

      “I thought about it, but I don’t want you taking the fall for my actions. Besides, the town looks peaceful and there’s no sign of an army. It makes sense to avoid an argument, especially if there’s not going to be an attack, anyway.”

      Zelos tilted his head, both of us watching as Cadoc trotted toward the bridge. “Sometimes it's smart to avoid arguments, but other times, it's important to not let little things slip. Those little things could turn out to be much bigger. And before you know it, you’re in a landslide, swept away with the current and unable to do anything about it.”

      “Don’t let things pile up. Got it.”

      He chuckled, opening his mouth to speak, but a flash of blue light blared from across the glen. It was tucked in the far corner of the glen, a few hundred yards away, sparking and growing by the second.

      I blinked against the unnatural color, watching as the orb stretched until it was nearly eight feet tall. My mouth ran dry as I stared. “Is…is that a—”

      “Gods. That’s a portal,” Evander breathed as he and Alarik dashed to our side.

      Alarik made a sound that echoed through the night. Cadoc jerked his head in our direction, immediately forsaking the bridge and galloping toward us.

      “A portal? But I thought that craft had been lost.” I dared not take my eyes from the swirling blues, but Evander answered anyway.

      “I thought so, too. Only a particular branch of wild fae possessed the talent. But the last recorded portal was nearly one-thousand years ago.”

      Snapping branches and clipped footprints thundered nearer as Skender and Xaun burst through the trees, chests heaving.

      “Did you see it? Is that what I think it is?” Skender panted.

      “That’s a portal, isn’t it?” Cadoc’s deep voice carried.

      Vidarr’s keen eyes tracked the flickers of silver lightning across the portal, slowing into a unified sheet. “That’s how the army has been moving. That’s why we haven’t been able to track them. They have a portal wielder.”

      All eyes snapped to the nearly solid portal, watching as the last piece of the shattered mirror snapped into place and glossed over. It flashed a brilliant silver before fading into a low hum.

      A tall man, body hardened with lanky muscle, stepped forward. A gasp stole from my lips as recognition crashed into me. “Alderidge.”

      It was a curse as much as an admission. It was Alderidge, I was sure of it, but his dark hair was pulled back to reveal thinly pointy ears.

      Alarik swore. “Evander?”

      “It’s him,” Evander confirmed with a tight nod. “He’s wild fae, or at least partly. See the runes?”

      I hadn’t before, but as I squinted, I could make out the shimmering silver script across his forearms, snaking its way up his neck to cover his face. They pulsed, just as the portal had done. The stones surrounding the town of Neith flared in response, as if sensing an intruder on the brink of invasion.

      Alarik must have noticed it, too, because he asked, “How is that possible? I’ve seen him countless times in Sonder. He was human enough then.”

      “Not human,” Evander contradicted, “but not fully fae, either. He’s like me, only with more human blood. He can shift to call on his powers but cannot sustain them.”

      “How long do we have before he burns out?” Vidarr growled.

      Alderidge turned back to the portal, murmuring something that caused the sheet of silver to shimmer.

      Evander shook his head. “Too long.”

      The earth shuddered as a pair of thickset boots hit the ground. Sharp rows of weapons adorned a broad chest, the glint of steel flashing as the figure straightened. He was monstrous, reaching nearly the height of the portal itself. Hands tipped into black claws flexed, stark against his alabaster skin. Long white hair, leached of color, hung low past his shoulders, drifting over black leather armor. His mouth twisted into a fanged sneer, but it was the malicious glint in his eyes that had me sucking in a breath. They were red, a blazing scarlet streaked with blots of black.

      The air shifted, drawing my gaze from the red-eyed fae to focus on the wavering shadow just to the side of us. My eyes widened as the flickering tendrils of darkness parted. I made to scream, to warn the others, but before I could, a tall woman with a crown of tight curls and dark skin stepped forward.

      I swallowed the cry. “Naz?”

      Evander turned first, quickly followed by the others. The slick sound of drawn blades pierced the air but she didn’t flinch. She was a few paces away from us but her golden eyes were fixed on the fae across the clearing.

      The red-eyed fae was staring at the town with hungry eyes. Luckily, our position along the eastern edge of the forest hid us from view. He took a step back toward the swirling light, as if whispering a command. The portal shuddered once more. And then they came.

      An ebony sea opened, flooding out from the pulsing silver light. One after the other, they emerged, skin tinged with a sickly grey pallor and eyes as cold as frozen bergs stranded amidst a black sea.

      “The Fractured,” Naz breathed.

      Alarik’s voice was low with forced control. “Naz, is it? I need you to speak quickly and plainly. Who are you, how did you manage to appear without us hearing you, and what in gods’ name are ‘the Fractured’?”

      “You did not sense me because you are not dark fae and are obnoxiously unaware of the shadow world around you.”

      “Who are you?” Alarik asked once more.

      Her golden eyes ripped away from the growing throngs of Fractured to lock with Alarik’s. “Who I am is not important. All of you need to listen and listen well. There is a powerful force emanating from Neith. We haven’t been able to uncover the source, but it looks like the Fractured are set on obtaining it.”

      “What are those things?” Cadoc growled, already growing impatient. “The Fractured you call them. They appear to be some type of fae?”

      She cocked her head to the side, taking in Cadoc’s measure with a distanced cool. “The Fractured were once fae, or at least we believe so. They no longer are of this realm. Their souls have been splintered, corrupted, and manipulated into the beings you see before you. Their essence is no longer preserved, and though they have some cognitive autonomy, they’ve yielded their free will to another.”

      “My bet would be that big guy in the middle,” Zelos chimed in.

      Naz gave a grim dip of her head. “It would appear so. We need to move quickly. Defending the town is our top priority. I’ll be back as soon as I can with help.” She spared one last glance for me before she folded into the darkness.

      Alarik’s eyes bounced between the rapidly filling meadow and the bridge set just before the unsuspecting town. We were close to the bridge, only a few hundred paces as compared to the hundreds of yards standing between the Fractured and gate of Neith. But their numbers continued to grow as the portal ushered wave after wave of the vile creatures into the clearing.

      Alarik let out a curse. “Kavan, how many arrows do you have?”

      “A few dozen. It won't be enough.”

      “No, but it will be something.” Alarik’s eyes darted among the group, lingering only a moment on me before the calm exterior of the general was secured in place. “We need to make a dash for the town. If we can get behind the walls, we will have a far better chance of defending it. Kavan, get to the towers, pick off as many as you can.”

      His eyes swung to mine. “If I thought we could outrun them, Zelos would already be riding with you to the base, but there's no outrunning this. Alert the town once you get inside and then hide.”

      “I will not—”

      “That is a direct order,” he snapped. “You are either a part of the base or you’re not, but you can't have it both ways.”

      My jaw ticked as I stared into his eyes, blood pounding in my ears. With a hiss, I turned away and stalked to Ember’s side, urging her and the other horses to flee. There was no place for them here.

      “The rest of us will be prepared to defend the city in case they breach the walls,” Alarik finished.

      Evander’s taut voice sounded behind me. “And if the barrier around the town holds? If we are not able to retreat behind the city walls…”

      “We will be sitting ducks across that bridge,” Vidarr finished with a growl.

      Alarik clasped Vidarr on the shoulder, bringing their eyes level with one another. “Then we will defend the town for as long as we can and pray it is enough for help to come.”

      Alarik met each of his men with a look of pride—of honor—a look that conveyed how grateful he was to have them by his side in this moment. Even if help never arrived. A moment later, we were off, racing through the last of the trees to the mouth of the bridge.

      I should have been focusing on reaching the safety of the town, should have been noticing the way the stones of the bridge flared beneath my feet with a subtle shift. But instead, I dared a glance over my shoulder, finding the pale fae with blood-red eyes amid a sea of black.

      The Fractured continued to spill from the portal, sweeping out around the pale figure to form a teeming pool in the far corner of the glen. They were waiting for his instruction, like starving hounds waiting to be set free. The red-eyed commander threw his head back and inhaled deeply.

      His lips curled into a sinister grin, his scarlet eyes locking with mine. My stomach twisted. That was impossible. He couldn’t scent me from this distance, let alone sneer at me like he was doing. It must be the adrenaline, he couldn’t—

      “You die first, little humans. Then we shall have our fun destroying this cursed place.”

      The blood drained from my face as his voice thundered across the clearing. The surrounding creatures heckled their agreements, a chorus of snickers resonating as one. I fought back the wave of nausea, forcing my attention ahead.

      We crested the bridge and then sprinted down the other side. Kavan was the first to reach the expanse of stone surrounding the still sleeping town. He made to open the door, but his hand halted midair.

      Evander was at his side in a flash with a curse. “It's warded.”

      “Well, then get them to unward it,” Zelos growled, his fists pounding against air.

      Evander’s copper eyes clouded with grim resignation as he pressed a hand against the invisible barrier. “I doubt those within are even aware of what's happening. The wards feel different—wilder. Almost like it's connected to the stones themselves. It's like the power anchoring them sinks beneath the earth. We won’t be able to get through and I can’t break them.”

      A deep, cruel laugh echoed across the field. It vibrated through the earth, the stones, rippling across the waters, to find me—rattling through my bones to settle like a cool weight in the pit of my gut. The others shuddered. As one, we drew our weapons, turning to face our fate.

      “Now, we play,” the commander of the Fractured teased with a white-fanged sneer. “Framganga.”

      The Fractured straightened under the weight of the command, bodies straightening as it washed over them. Then the tension released and the tidal wave of ebony eyes and ravenous grins descended.

      Alarik cursed. “El, in the back. The width of the bridge will thin them out. Steady, precise movements. Nobody takes risks.”

      This would be a test of endurance, slowly cutting through the herd until we had a chance to flee or until the town awoke. The portal was still shimmering, pumping hordes of warped fae toward us in a steady current intent on delivering death. They were endless. Infinite. How could a cluster of humans think to stand against such a force?

      I found myself pushed to the back of the group, standing beside Kavan. The snap of a bow sounded as the first creature crested the stones. The arrow struck, the feathers of the fletching protruding from the oozing eye-socket of the still sneering fae. It shook with crazed laughter a moment longer before it crumpled.

      Arrows rained down, plucking off fae as they came for us. Too soon, Kavan tossed his empty quiver to the side, stepping to the front with the others as he unsheathed a deadly looking blade. Weapons poised, they braced for impact as the wave of splintered fae crested the bridge and crashed into us.

      Blades whirled through the air, the clash of metal and the slick sounds of sliced flesh filling the clearing. Alarik had been right. The Fractured fell in great heaps, forced to thin as the narrow width of the bridge bottlenecked the thundering swarm.

      The Select moved as a trained unit, cutting through the onslaught. Dark liquid misted the air as the bodies piled up, the sickly-sweet scent of blood and death pooling like macabre clouds. Corpses tumbled over the side, rolling off the stones to be swallowed up by the waters below. The once peaceful river had turned ravenous, waters churning, engulfing each body it claimed, as if it knew these creatures were foes.

      A raucous cackle rang, tremors of the sound reverberating through the swarm in eerie aftershocks. Crimson eyes smiled at me, the flecks of black within made more menacing by the flaring scarlet hue surrounding them. It was the only part of the wretched creature not entirely devoid of color—its eyes and the black curving claws of its hands.

      “Such determination from a species so fragile,” the commander sneered. “Already your bodies are weakening.”

      The men spun, rotating who was taking the brunt of the impact in front so as to conserve energy, but their bodies were slick with sweat. Their movements had started to slow, and still the waves of Fractured came for us.

      “How I love watching you insignificant humans fail.” The commander smirked, languid steps drawing him closer. “How I bask in that moment of clarity when you realize your entire existence, everything you have been, everything you might once have achieved is lost. Such precarious creatures. Nothing more than wisps of foolish dreams sewn together in a suit of feeble muscles and brittle bones.”

      Squeezing the hilt of my blade, I felt the need to move rise within me, but a swirl of darkness snagged my attention. Shadows parted among the trees at the opposite end of the clearing. My heart stumbled as fear of another portal surged forth. But when the shadows calmed, there were only three beautifully terrifying fae.

      I blinked, and they were gone. Blurs of flashing blades wove through the snarling swarm with inhuman speed, cutting through the sea of black with ease. I watched in awe as bodies littered the ground in their wake, each swing of their swords drawing them closer to the bridge. These must be the warriors Naz was speaking of.

      “Drepa,” the commander growled, blood-red eyes fixated on the blurs.

      The swarm split, heeding their orders but failing to neutralize their target. More and more diverged, focusing their strength on the fae warriors.

      “Now’s our chance,” Zelos shouted over the sounds of battle. “We need to take out the commander. Cut off the head of the snake. It's our only option.”

      “No,” Alarik thundered, slashing through another. “We can’t match his strength. Be smart, officer. Hold your ground.”

      Zelos’s sword jerked back from a body as a sheen of blackened blood spurted from the gaping neck wound. He kicked the still twitching fae into the water before dropping back. He was awash with tainted grime and filth, his dark hair disheveled and chest heaving. But his eyes pooled with warmth as he reached me.

      “This is fucking stupid, El. We need you fighting.”

      “Zelos,” Alarik warned, yanking his sword from another’s chest.

      But Zelos ignored him and drew nearer. “I was wrong about you. I thought—it doesn’t matter what I thought—because I know now that you can handle yourself just as well as any of the men. You’re brave and addicting.” His eyes dipped to my mouth. “Like a spark over kindling.”

      I swallowed, unsure what to say.

      “I was right about one thing though.” His voice dropped to a rumble as he shot me a cocky grin. “Those lips really are wasted on the battlefield.”

      “Zelos—” I started, but the red-eyed fae bellowed another command, his clawed hand gesturing toward the growing mounds of slaughtered Fractured and the three blurs responsible.

      Zelos’s eyes hardened. “We need to end this.”

      “Don’t,” I pleaded, but he was already rushing past the others and into the swarm.

      Alarik cursed. “Evander, to Zelos. Provide what cover you can and try to get him back.”

      Evander’s sword lashed out, coming down across the neck of the nearest enemy in a great arch that carried through to the top half of the torso. Foaming tissue bubbled from the exposed lungs as the head slid clean, quickly overwhelmed with a flood of blackened red. The body crumpled as Evander’s russet eyes locked on Zelos carving his way down the slope of the bridge. He tore after him, ripping through bodies until he, too, was swallowed up but the swarm.

      I chased after them, slipping past Vidarr only to be halted by a firm grasp across my wrist.

      “El, stop.” Alarik’s green eyes, dilated with the adrenaline of war, pleaded with me to listen. “We don’t have the advantage in this fight.”

      “But Zelos—”

      “Evander will bring him back.”

      “And if he doesn’t? If Zelos refuses to retreat?” Because I knew he wouldn’t stop.

      Alarik flinched.

      My stomach twisted, but then his hold weakened. Cold black eyes and snarling rotted fangs flew toward us. I leapt to the side, allowing my blade to do most of the work as it whipped across its neck. My pulse thundered in my ears, but I took a calm breath. Alarik shook his head as the decision hardened in my eyes.

      “Don’t—”

      “I’m sorry.” The words overlapped, both vying for understanding, but I was gone before anymore could be uttered.

      Blood hummed through my veins as I entered the fray. That restless tugging in my mind stretched, eager for freedom. It had been the same in the forest when I’d first faced them—the Fractured. Where I had expected panic to grip me, there was only an uneasy longing. When I should have been hesitant, there was only an impatient willingness.

      I could feel it slinking within the shadows of my mind, as I slashed through skin and tendons, trying to reach Evander and Zelos. As my sword grew slick with blood, and the trail of bodies swelled behind me, I surrendered to that darkness.

      A strange humming filled the air—blotting out the sounds of blades clashing and bodies falling—until the only thing I could hear was the pulsating thump of my heart and the frantic whooshing of blood through my veins.

      Cocking my head to the side, I took in the horrible creatures before me. I could feel it now, that taint, the utter wrongness of them. It was like a layer of cooled fat smudged across soiled meat, coating their skin, seeping into the hollowed place of their centers, where their essence had once been.

      They fell, staining the earth with spurts of black and red as my blade struck true, until I was at Evander’s side. He was riddled with angry cuts, but the browns of his eyes were ringed in a white glow, no doubt utilizing his light fae’s ability to heal.

      “Where is he?” I shouted as we spun back-to-back, creating a ring of mangled bodies.

      “To the south. He’s nearly to the commander.”

      “We have to stop him,” I huffed, ripping my sword free from a particularly bloated gut, the contents of which gushed from the wound in a vile wave of spoiled blood and slimy organs.

      “Are you up for the challenge?”

      My lips quirked as three more dropped at my feet. “Always.”

      We blazed through the masses, our progress steady and less encumbered than it had been previously. I caught glimpses of the fighting as we went. One of the fae Naz had brought was closing in on the portal and managing the brunt of the army, while the two others worked their way in our direction—no, not toward us, but toward the red-eyed commander. And Zelos, who now stood before him.

      My stance faltered, earning me a burning slice across my thigh. Evander spun, ending the culprit, but my eyes snapped back to Zelos and the scarlet eyes peering down at him with glee. We were only a hundred paces or so away, but we were too late.

      The commander took a step toward him, his bone-white hair shifting in an abhorrent breeze, bringing with it the scent of wilted roses and a pungent metallic tang. His lips peeled back in a grin as ebony claws flexed with anticipation.

      “Leave the boy alone,” a deep voice rumbled.

      My eyes snapped toward the sound, but he was nothing more than a flash of dark hair and cinnamon-colored eyes amid a sea of carnage.

      “Or are you afraid to face a worthy opponent?”

      The commander snarled as he spun toward the wisps of shadow.

      I exhaled. Only half a dozen Fractured were between Zelos and us now. We’d be able to reach him and—

      Zelos launched himself forward.

      He’d used the taunt as a distraction. The commander was fixated on the fae as Zelos flew through the air, his sword held high in a fierce grip.

      My breathing hitched as I watched the sword descend angled toward the soft spot at the base of the commander’s neck. It would be a killing blow. My heart pounded—just one joyous thump—before it stopped completely.

      A black-tipped hand lashed out, plucking Zelos from the air by his neck. His body jerked, sword clattering to the ground with a useless thud. Zelos’s hands raked across the claws that held him, pulling and tearing at the alabaster hand, desperate for air.

      But the commander only sneered, an ominous spark smoldering in his ruby eyes. His grip tightened. Claws pierced the tender skin along Zelos’s neck. Bright red blood dripped from the punctures, running over pale fingers in long rivulets. The commander squeezed.

      A whimper tore from Zelos and I felt something crack in my chest. I saw only Zelos. Only the long black claws buried in the flesh of his neck. Only the horrific red of his blood flowing freely down an alabaster arm, pooling in the earth beneath. Only the way his eyes flashed with regret and pain and… fear.

      “El, move!” Evander’s voice freed me from my trance.

      My blade joined his as we slashed and killed in a fury of iron and blood, but we were moving too slow. Gods, there were so many of them.

      I looked back at Zelos, willing him to find a way out of this, to hold on a little longer. The commander saw, choosing then to pull free a curved dagger. Zelos’s deep brown eyes found mine, but there was no hope. No fight left in them. Only a resounding, gut wrenching resignation.

      “No,” I breathed, the chaos around me dulling as I held his gaze.

      The edge of his Zelos’s lips tugged into a small, sad smile. I shook my head. We’d find a way—we were almost there.

      The commander sneered as he poised the blade over Zelos’s chest. He waited until I met his gaze. I was only a few paces away now. But it didn’t matter.

      Cruel crimson eyes held mine, the commander’s sneer stretching into a sickening smile, as he sank the steel between Zelos’s ribs with agonizingly slow precision. Maddening laughter issued from the commander as he savored each ragged breath, each shudder, until the hilt was flush and Zelos’s chest was still.
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      My heart rate slowed as an eerie hush settled over the world. I vaguely recalled a blistering burn raking down my back, but the pain was muted. Like everything else now was. The thud of Zelos’s twisted form as it met the earth, the commander’s sneer as he stalked away to meet the now enraged fae who thought to challenge him—it was all numbed.

      Pricks of electricity singed my skin as my vision refocused. I blinked, but the soft hints of light clinging to Zelos’s broken body remained—a mist of gold hovering in a sea of black. My eyes darted to his face, twisted at an unnatural angle. The welcoming browns were now cold, but that ghost of a soul remained.

      A ragged breath sounded from my lungs as feeling returned to my body, shattering the serene silence of my mind. The battle came crashing back in a thunderous wave—grunts and clashing metal and the distinct metallic tang of blood. He was dead—I knew he was—but something, some part of him waited for me. And I wouldn’t let him down again.

      My sword became an extension of myself as I launched forward, letting anger flood my veins—holding off the frigid pangs of grief. Mourning would come, as it always did, but right now, they would pay. All of them.

      The monster within me purred as we sliced through the Fractured. They were nothing more than hollowed sacks of bone and skin. I could see that now. That’s all they were. Decay. Dead flesh reanimated.

      I deflected blade after blade that came for me, my own flying through the air, releasing diseased souls from their stagnant animation, from their perpetual state of alive and dead. The pounding of my pulse picked up—a tempo, a chant—urging me on and carrying me through the last of them.

      The whirl of battle stalled. I could sense the Fractured scrambling, still pouring from the portal. I could feel the red eyes of the commander tracking my movements, but nothing else mattered in this moment. Reaching Zelos was my only goal.

      My knees sank onto the earth slick with his blood as I gathered his head into my lap, brushing flecks of dirt from his brow.

      “I’m here now. Gods, I—I’m so sorry I couldn’t reach you. I should have been able to save you, but I’m here now. You won't have to leave this world alone. I’ll stay with you until you’re ready.”

      The gold shimmer flared to life at my words, rising through his chest. It swirled around me, the whisper of a kiss across my cheek before it released, fading into the moonlight.

      “It can’t be,” the commander gasped. I snapped my head to the side, stiffening as his crimson eyes darted from my spine to my eyes. “The Dark Phoenix.”

      Some distant part of myself trembled at his words, the same part that shuddered at what I had done. What I had seen—Zelos’s essence, his soul, the one bright spot that had been among a swarm of darkness. I saw them still. They were all around me, the black shadows of the Fractured, vacant pits where their essence should be. Alarm blared deep within me, but my body still hummed with blissful detachment, anesthetized by adrenaline and something more.

      I met the commander’s eyes and grinned. It stretched into a deranged smirk, as warped and as twisted as my soul. His fear coated the air as he fell back, nearly tripping over the mounds of bodies in his haste to be rid of me, he retreated across the glen to the portal and Alderidge standing before it.

      Tension released from my shoulders, despite the battle still raging around us. I blinked, watching as the black clouds surrounding the Fractured dimmed and then dispersed, like smoke being carried away on a breeze.

      The fae who had tried to save Zelos, the one with umber hair and cinnamon eyes came to my side. His head swung from the retreating commander, puzzlement cinching his brows, before his gaze met mine. There was a bright silver ring glowing along the edge of his eyes, the shimmering hue already fading. His eyes widened a moment as they took me in, but I looked away, staring across the battlefield toward the fleeing monster and the traitorous half-fae that stood beside him.

      The commander spared one last grin for me, his controlled exterior back in place. “Another time,” he promised, his voice stretching across the chaos to find me.

      He dipped his head before slipping through the swirling silver. Alderidge spared the town one last look, rage warping his features, before he too disappeared, the portal vanishing along with him.
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      The fae battalion arrived moments later. Naz led the charge, sweeping through the rest of the Fractured within minutes. It was jarring, switching from the thundering clash of steel and wailing screams of the dying to an emptied silence. Only the squelching of corpses being dragged across damp earth interrupted it as the fae started the tedious task of arranging the bloodied bodies into great mounds for burning.

      I wasn’t sure how long I sat with him, but I couldn’t find it in me to move. The searing drive that allowed me to reach Zelos had gone with only the bitter taste of guilt and anguish remaining.

      The dark-haired fae had stayed with me, not speaking but remaining close, until Alarik found me. He stepped away then, fading into the field of bodies, as Alarik neared.

      “Gods, El,” he cried, crumpling to the ground beside me. “I couldn’t see you. I didn’t know…” Alarik took a deep breath, words stalling as he noticed Zelos’s limp form clasped in my lap. When he spoke next, it was with forced calm as if I were a child on the verge of fleeing. “You can let go now.”

      Evander appeared, flanked by Vidarr. Both held pained expressions, resigned to the unyielding truth presented before them.

      Alarik brushed back a tangled stand of my bloodstained hair. “You can let him go. He’s already gone from this place.”

      And he was, I knew he was. I had felt the shimmering haze of his essence pass from this world. I swallowed a fresh wave of agony, unable to prevent the tears from tumbling down. But I gave a small, nearly imperceptible nod, the only sign Alarik needed.

      Kavan stepped forward first, flanked by the brothers Skender and Xaun. In slow, powerful movements, they gently lifted him and carried him away from the carnage around us.

      “Do you follow the blessing of the goddess for your warriors?”

      I blinked, searching the field for the subdued voice.

      Naz stepped forward, her tight curls and black fighting gear just as bloody as the rest of us. “We carry shrouds with us, if you would like a burial pyre…”

      My stomach clenched at the implication. They carried shrouds because there were always bodies to fill them.

      I looked to Alarik, realizing that I wasn’t sure what Zelos would have preferred. He gave a tight nod, his hand closing around my shoulder to draw me close.

      “Zelos did. Thank you for your kindness.”

      “No, thank you, General.” Her golden eyes graced each of us. “Thank you all. I’ll see to your friend.”

      The coldness that had settled over me began to thaw, leaving me all too aware of the soreness in my bones, of the pricks of tenderness along my spine, as if fire had lashed across it. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as a subtle shift of energy whirled through the air.

      I pushed to my feet, pulling away from Alarik as I spun toward the southern end of the clearing. Evander and Vidarr must have felt it too because they were there within moments, ushering me behind as Alarik stepped in front of us. I allowed it, but unfastened a dagger, just in case.

      Two fae stepped forward, flanking the taller one with dark-hair as they approached. Their thick, muscular frames were speckled with varying shades of blood, and gleaming with countless weapons attached to leather straps and scabbards.

      One had perfectly styled blond hair despite the battle, shorter along the sides and swept back across the top. Light-blue eyes the color of frozen waters and tranquil streams were set above a straight nose and full, pink lips. Moonlight brightened his luminescent skin and long tipped ears—most likely a light fae.

      The other had dark skin, stark against the molten gold of his eyes. Great horns sat atop his head, arching back against a thin layer of jet-black hair. His ears were pointed, though smaller and slightly more rounded than the others. My stomach fluttered. He must be an earth fae.

      They were both stunning, but the one in the center nearly made my heart stop. I recognized him now, though I couldn’t believe I hadn’t sooner. There was no hood to hide his features and the hints of a beard had been shaved, but those knowing eyes pulled a gasp from my lips. The shimmering silver ring around his eyes had faded completely, giving way to the familiar cinnamon with hints of midnight flecks. He radiated the same self-assured presence as the first day I’d looked upon them in the trading market.

      Pointed ears showed through tousled umber hair, the bright rays of the moon reflecting hints of auburn. The fae’s somber gaze burned with the reflected grief I was feeling, as if he could sense the ebbing hollowness clashing with the sharp sting of loss within me. A flash of starlight caught the curves of his lips as they tilted into a small, sad smile, revealing the tips of sharp canines. “Hello, love.”
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      “She’s not your ‘love’,” Alarik snapped, a low warning lacing his words. His grip tightened on the hilt of his sword, despite how exhausted he must have been.

      The fae’s lips quirked, lingering on me a moment longer, before meeting Alarik’s scowl. “General, is it?” The fae questioned as he lifted a brow to the blond next to him. The light fae nodded.

      Alarik stiffened as the dark-haired fae turned to walk, carefully avoiding puddles of black as he waded through the stained field. “Thank you for your help in this.” The fae gestured to the piles of bodies spaced throughout the clearing, some already set ablaze. He knelt beside a remaining one, examining the insignia over the chest.

      “Jarek, is this the same as the others?”

      The blond fae stepped forward, glancing at the crescent moon and stars. “Exactly the same.”

      The dark-haired fae stood, letting out an exasperated sigh, before turning toward Alarik.

      “It seems we have a common enemy, General Holt. My name is Zaethrian. This is Jarek.” The blond smiled. “And Soter.” The earth fae remained quiet, but his golden eyes seemed to grow a little brighter. “My men and I have been tracking and killing off these impersonators for some time, now.”

      Impersonators?

      “They are not of the Dark Kingdom?” My words spilled forth without thought. Zaethrian’s eyes snapped to mine, causing Alarik’s spine to straighten, but I was too exhausted to care about offending anyone.

      Zaethrian gave a slow shake of his head. “No. These monsters are not of the Dark Kingdom.”

      “But you are?”

      “El, please,” Alarik said. “Let me handle this.”

      I knew I should listen, heed my general’s request—but the fae’s eyes stayed locked with mine. Shame crept across my cheeks as he studied me. The sinking weight that had evaded me earlier landed, settling in the pit of my stomach. We’d all killed, but Zaethrian had seen me during the battle. Evander may have as well. I hadn’t just killed, I’d enjoyed it. I knew what he saw when he looked at me—a murderer, a monster, no better than the creatures piled around us.

      It needed to be stifled, this darkness of mine, as it had for most of my life. But it was hard to lock it away after I’d yielded to it so fully. Even now, I felt no remorse, no guilt. There was only an unrelenting fury coursing through my veins. There was loss and grief, and an emptiness that had fissured through me when Zelos fell, but stronger than that was the insatiable yearning for revenge.

      I was already thinking of ways to track down the commander—already looking forward to severing the blood-eyed fae limb from pale limb, and any others who thought to stand with him. Who would wish for that? Who could stand covered in the coagulated splatters of flesh and blood and want more? Only me. Only a monster.

      Zaethrian’s jaw clenched. He gave a quick jerk of his head. “None of that, love. I assure you, these creatures have no essence left to grieve. I’ll not have you condemning yourself for their sake.”

      Alarik took a step forward. “Zaethrian—”

      “Please, call me Zaeth,” he interrupted with a grin, flashing a pair of gleaming fangs.

      Alarik scowled, but started again. “Zaeth. Do you mean to say you have been hunting this group of dark fae, as well?”

      “I don’t mean to say anything more than what I do. These impersonators are not dark fae. Unfortunately, they have taken to wearing the Dark Kingdom’s insignia.” Zaeth cocked his head to the side. “Surely, you realized there was something wrong with them?”

      “Yes, I noticed. They’re fae, but different—slower, clumsier, and more ruthless than I’ve seen before.” He nodded to where Naz and the others were returning. “I was informed they are called the Fractured.”

      “Yes, though, I don’t consider them fae any longer. They don’t even bleed as we do.” He waved toward puddles of the black tarry substance surrounding the already bloating corpses.

      Alarik frowned, looking closely at the decomposing bodies, rotted beyond what they should be after a fresh kill. “It’s almost as if they’ve been killed and reanimated.”

      “Something like that. Though, I know of no creature of this world that has the power to command legions of the reborn.” He nudged one with a thick black boot, the gash in the stomach spilling curdled black chunks. “Their very essence is splintered, twisted and distorted, and then reawakened to give you this.”

      Zaeth’s hand swept out toward the field of greying corpses. He then took slow, measured steps toward us—toward me—keeping his gaze locked with mine, heedless of Alarik’s scowl. “There is nothing left inside of them besides warped pieces, too weak and too wicked to feel remorse or pain. I had hoped it was merely a radical group of dark fae. That would have been simple and easy to disband. But these creatures, they seek nothing but death.”

      My heart thundered as my mind raced. Had that been what I’d seen? Zelos had a golden shimmer as he passed. I wasn’t sure how, but I knew it was an imprint of his soul. These things—there had only been a cold black haze.

      The blond—Jarek—tilted his head looking past us toward the Neith. “It would seem they had a different priority tonight.”

      Zaeth followed his gaze before returning to our group. “Yes. There is something about this town they wished to claim. Do any of you know what that could have been?”

      Silence answered him. A stone dropped in my stomach as his face fell, provoking an irresistible urge to dispel the disappointment etched into his features.

      “There was a ward around the town,” I offered, feeling the eyes of the Select heat my back as Zaeth’s attention returned to me. “We weren’t allowed to pass.” My eyes flashed to Evander. “It was stronger than a normal warding.”

      Jarek’s eyes followed my line of sight, landing on Evander. “Is that what you felt?”

      “Yes,” Evander answered reluctantly. “But there was something off about it. It didn’t feel like a casting. More like the barrier rose from the ground itself or was connected to something… else.”

      “Interesting.” Jarek’s eyes dragged along Evander’s frame before languidly returning to his face. “Very interesting.”

      I looked back to find Evander’s cheeks had warmed to a rosy pink. “Either way,” I said, directing the attention away from him. “I doubt the Fractured would have gotten past it.”

      Zaeth’s lips twitched. “Perhaps, but a skilled enemy can find ways of shattering wards if they want in badly enough. And it looked like the Fractured wouldn’t have stopped.”

      “But they did,” Alarik cut in.

      Zaeth’s eyes drifted to me. “Yes, they did. I wonder why that was.”

      My cheeks burned. The commander had called me The Dark Phoenix, but the only phoenix I knew of was the one from legends, spoken of only in whispers, tugging at a memory just out of focus, urging me to reach for it. A flash of young Greer dancing and Mother singing surfaced, but the image was gone before I could make sense of it.

      I glanced at Evander, but his face gave no indication that he knew what Zaeth was alluding to. My eyes refocused on Zaeth, and for one horrible moment, it looked like he was going to elaborate. I gave a nearly imperceptible shake of my head, a plea blaring through my eyes, and his lips stilled.

      “What is it you want from us?” Alarik asked, stepping nearer. He swayed, wincing as my arm grazed his ribs.

      My brows furrowed, roving over his body until I found the red-stained slit across the side of his chest. “You’re hurt. Why didn’t you—”

      “I’m fine, El.”

      I flinched.

      His eyes softened, his voice growing lighter. “It's nothing, I promise. Only a flesh wound.”

      He wove his fingers through mine as if to prove how well he felt. But I could see how ashy his complexion had grown. There was a faint sheen of sweat coating his brow despite the cool night. He needed to see a healer.

      Zaeth’s eyes flicked from me to Alarik, the hint of a frown marring his beautiful face before answering. “Despite my many talents, I am unable to be in multiple locations at once. We have been doing our best to keep the citizens of the Dark Kingdom safe, dispelling rogue groups and heading off attacks before they occur. But it is not enough.”

      Vidarr took a step toward Alarik, steadying him as Zaeth continued. “These vile creatures have grown bold, slaughtering most of our smaller villages and starting on some of the larger ones. The Dark Kingdom will manage, as will the Air and Fire Kingdoms, but I need help defending those with human occupants south of our borders. The dark royals have offered assistance, but most have come to distrust fae, the dark fae in particular.”

      He surveyed the field once more, fury rising as a tint of silver flared briefly along the outer ring of his eyes. “After watching you fight, I believe you could be the army we’ve been looking for. I suggest we train together, share knowledge of our common enemy and in return, I'll teach you how to effectively defend against fae and the Fractured.”

      Kavan drew a sharp breath as the others froze. It was Vidarr who spoke first, glancing briefly at Jarek and Soter, before turning toward Zaeth. His voice hovered between tight control and disbelief as he asked, “You would divulge fae fighting techniques to humans?”

      “Dark fae techniques,” Zaeth corrected. “Fighting, certain weaknesses, I’d even disclose information on our southern territories to help with scouting. The world as we know it is ending, reverting to a time without morals. A time without humanity. If this madness is going to end, we must work together, as we once did long ago. Even then, I am not sure it will be enough. Their commander, the one with the red eyes, he is something different.”

      A swell of vengeance and pain rose within me. The pale fae, the one that killed Zelos, the one leading the slaughter of thousands of fae and humans across Pax—he was our true enemy.

      Zaeth offered me a curious look, noting my clenched fists and gritted teeth.

      I tilted my chin up. “He was not fae?”

      He inhaled as if to speak, but it was the earth fae, Soter, with the liquid gold eyes and striking ram horns who answered. “He is not fae in the modern use of the term.” All eyes swung to him, his deep voice reverberating through the clearing as the rest of their army continued with piling bodies. “He is older, more powerful, and tainted with a viciousness I cannot place.”

      The Select looked to each other, communicating with glances before Alarik spoke, “Where would we train? I can’t risk dividing my men across the kingdoms. It would weaken what little strength we have left.”

      Zaeth conceded that point. “We would have to create a new camp, something close to the border.”

      The two of them volleyed various known locations, each one proving to be problematic.

      “What about Fort Dhara?” Soter suggested.

      “The old horse stables?” Jarek questioned.

      “Yes. It was a fort before it was used to board horses. Repairs would need to be made, but it's in the heart of the recent attacks, maybe a half a day’s ride from the border.”

      “Perfect, Soter. Saving the day, as always,” Jarek jested, nudging his shoulder. Soter shifted uncomfortably.

      Zaeth’s lips tilted up at the edges as he nodded, turning back to Alarik. “It would be a full day’s ride from the human base, possibly needing to be broken up into two.”

      Alarik nodded as his grip on my hand tightened to prevent him from swaying. Zaeth’s eyes dipped to the small movement, his smile faltering as he took in the worry pinching my brows.

      “Go. The town has adequate healers, not nearly as talented as those at your base if rumors are to be believed, but they will manage.” He glanced up at the sky, noting that the dark blues were fading into the deepest shade of violet, signaling the approaching sunrise. “I’ll send a messenger this evening with information on the location. We can decide on a commencement date at that time.”

      Alarik nodded. “Agreed. Until this evening.”

      We turned toward the bridge as the fae drifted into the forest, but this time when we approached the gates, we were allowed to pass. I made to follow, but a nagging sort of pull urged me to pause. I glanced over my shoulder, looking past the dozen or so burning piles of bodies and into the trees beyond.

      I felt him there, hovering just within the forest. My eyes searched until they found what they were looking for. His face was half hidden in shadows, but his eyes remained as piercing as ever. He dipped his head as his lips tilted up into a lopsided smirk.

      “Until next time, love,” he promised before slipping into darkness.
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      A young boy, no older than Will, stood transfixed in the middle of the road, staring at the bloodied field beyond. His mouth dropped as we pushed past the gates and into the village.

      It was Evander who kneeled beside him. “Hello. My friends and I are in need of a healer. Would you be able to find us one?”

      The boy nodded before racing off through cobblestone streets. He returned within minutes with a group of people who looked to be a myriad of both fae and humans. I relinquished my hold on Alarik, allowing Vidarr and Evander to escort him as we were led to the healing quarters.

      After what felt like hours of being fussed over, the healer released us. Evander remained with Alarik as they tended to his wounds, but the rest of us were guided to a cozy inn sitting atop a hill.

      It overlooked narrowed streets wrapping around small, worn homes. The inn was no different. Shingles slanted at a drastic descent and the shutters could use a fresh coat of paint, but the glow of candles within and the plumes of pink and purple flowers amidst narrow troughs framing the windows were welcoming.

      I inhaled the sweet scent of petunias as we entered, guided by a stout, grey-haired lady. Her ears had a slight tip to them, and though I could see the effects of time in the creases of her brow, she moved as nimbly as ever.

      “It would seem you’ve had quite the night.” She glanced over her shoulder. “You may not know, but this town is protected by the blessing of Evulka. When night falls, the city is sealed. We were unable to hear you, and even if we had, the wards wouldn’t dissipate until dawn.”

      “That sounds a lot like prison,” Cadoc bit out.

      She lifted a brow, pausing on the foot of the stairs. “That’s a matter of perception. Those who choose to reside here view it as a form of sanctuary.”

      Cadoc rolled his eyes, earning a shoulder nudge from Kavan, just as the young boy from earlier stepped forward. He was all long limbs and wide ears, but he tilted his chin up as he approached Vidarr.

      “We have men searching for the horses, sir, but we’ve only found the copper stallion and the young mare as of now. The mare was injured, but she’s being treated as we speak.”

      I gasped. “You found Ember? Is she all right?”

      The young boy nodded, his fluff of brown hair bobbing as he did. “I think so. I’m not a healer, but the man tending to her said the wound was shallow. And with her fighting spirit, he doubted even Death would be brave enough to claim her.”

      “That’s Ember, all right. May I see her?”

      His response was delayed, as if knowing I would be displeased with his answer. “Sorry, miss. She had to be given a sleeping drought in order to clean her wounds.”

      I nodded. “Thank you for checking in on her.”

      He answered with a gap-toothed grin. “I had your bags brought up as well. Figured you would be looking for them.”

      “That was very kind of you.” His energy was reminiscent of Will’s, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      Vidarr laid his large hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Thank you, lad. Do not fret about the horses. They are used to battle and know how to find their owners. We were mostly worried about young Ember.”

      The boy nodded before running off.

      “Right this way, if you please,” the grey-haired lady called as she started her ascent. “I’m afraid we are a small town and do not have the largest selection. We have five rooms available, so the men will have to share. The room at the end of the hall is the smallest with just the one bed. I’ve placed the belongings from the mare along with a fresh set of nightclothes in there for you, dear.”

      Cadoc grumbled something about women always sticking up for each other as we turned down the second-floor hallway.

      “There are showers in each of your rooms and fresh linens have been brought up. The chef was informed of your arrival and will have food sent within the hour.” Her brown eyes warmed as she addressed Vidarr. “The items retrieved from the stallion were placed in the second room on the left. Thank you, all. I shudder to think what may have happened had you not risked your lives for us.”

      “Would the wards not have protected you?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure. We are a small, peaceful town with nothing of value. Most live very meager lives. We haven’t been attacked in my lifetime, though I can see times are changing.” She shook her head. “Either way, we are grateful for all you have done and all you have sacrificed.”

      My stomach twisted at the blaring vision of Zelos falling flashed through my mind.

      She pressed a hand to my shoulder. “You may stay as long as you like, free of charge.” With that, she departed.

      We filed down the hall. Skender and Xaun took the first room, with Cadoc and Kavan taking the next.

      “Hey,” Vidarr’s voice stopped me from continuing to the door at the end. “Today must have been… a lot.” My breathing hitched as the fresh sting of grief rose. “The first battle is always hard, but losing Zelos—”

      “We didn’t lose him,” I growled. “He was murdered. Like countless others. And for what? Because some twisted fae decided he could—decided that Zelos didn’t deserve to be alive?” My voice cracked on the last word, tears pricking my eyes. “He’s gone.”

      Hating the dampness that coated my cheeks, I dropped my head into my hands, unable to look Vidarr in the eyes. But what I found was much worse. Blood was caked beneath my nails, dried flakes of it chipping away across the crease of my knuckles. Death clung to me.

      A sour taste burned the back of my throat as the tears fell. Zelos was gone. The barb of that truth muddled with the sting of fury, as I focused on my bloodied, soiled hands. These hands—my hands—were that of a killer. I should feel guilty. The sane part of me understood that—the part that was rational and responsible. But the piece of me that had roared to the surface today, the monster within, it had enjoyed the bloodshed.

      “I wish there was something I could say to dull the pain,” Vidarr murmured.

      I shook my head, stopping him before he could go on. “But there’s not.” I brought my eyes level to his, my lips twisting up into a sad, bitter façade of a smile. “I’ve been through this before. I’ve been through worse. But it still hurts all the same.”

      “I’ll bunk with Evander tonight.” Leaving a room open for Alarik if you wanted space.

      I gave a tight nod as Vidarr walked away, the gentle click of his door sounding through the empty hall, the small sound taking the last of my strength with it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 53

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      If it weren’t for the black sludge coating my body, I would have passed out on the bed within moments. As it was, I peeled off the layers of stained clothing and dumped them in a pile on the bathroom floor.

      Steam filled the narrow room as I worked the shampoo into a lather, pulling bits of flesh and tissue out of my hair. I repeated the process until the suds remained white as they washed down the drain, leaving my hair with a soft floral scent that clashed with the state of my mind.

      Wrapping a towel around myself, I padded across the wooden floor toward the bed but was brought up short.

      Alarik was leaning against the door, his hair slightly damp. Smooth, strong planes of sculpted muscle tapered into a fresh pair of loose-fitting pants. The chiseled muscles of his chest were on display, their perfection tarnished by a white bandage looping across his middle.

      His eyes widened as they drifted over me, taking in my flushed skin still pink from the shower. He cleared his throat, as if remembering why he was here, and dragged his eyes back to mine. “How are you doing?”

      I sighed, too exhausted to answer. Instead, I made my way over to the pile of clothes left for me, not bothering to sort through them. Lifting the thin nightgown on top, I raised an expectant brow toward Alarik, waiting for him to turn around.

      He pushed off the wall, heeding my request.

      “We don’t have to talk right now, but I didn’t want you to be alone tonight. Unless that's what you want. But there are things we should talk about.”

      I slipped the thin cotton gown over my head, the ends falling just above my knees, and gave my damp hair one last squeeze with the towel, before turning toward him. There were so many things we needed to talk about. My disobedience, the Fractured, training plans with the dark fae, and… Zelos.

      But there was a more pressing concern gnawing at my center. It was what their commander had said. What he had called me—The Dark Phoenix. My brows furrowed. Many had mentioned it, Evander included. But Anita, the woman at the market, had quoted a line that danced with the shadows of my mind. She had claimed the Phoenix would be the bringer of death and destruction. I flinched.

      And Zaeth knew. Of all the beings in this realm to have overheard such an outlandish accusation, it was none other than a dark fae, the leader of an army who enjoyed death and destruction. Unease slithered in the pit of my stomach. At least he hadn't exposed me, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t. Kindness wasn’t free.

      I shook my head, dispelling the thoughts. I didn’t want to think about him. Or The Dark Phoenix and what the future held. Instead, I focused on Alarik’s silent form, still facing the wall. My lips parted, breath filling my lungs, and yet I couldn’t find the words to utter. I should speak, should say something, anything—everything.

      But I wasn’t ready to talk. I wasn’t even ready to think. I just wanted to be—to focus on getting through this one moment and let that be enough.

      I exhaled slowly, crossing the room to Alarik. The muscles of his back tensed as my head dipped against him, the damp chill of my hair sending ripples of raised flesh across his spine. Careful to avoid his wound, I wrapped my arms around him, unable to help myself from breathing in a large gulp. His sandalwood and spice scent was slightly tinged with the minty effects of his recent shower, but they were calming all the same.

      He pulled back, twisting around to see me. “El, we should talk—”

      “Please. Just—just can you hold me?” I pleaded, arms limply falling to my sides. So many things had changed tonight, but I wasn’t ready to acknowledge what had happened or what it meant. I wasn’t ready to try to understand.

      He held my eyes, and for a moment, I feared he would force a conversation. But his strong arms wrapped around me, pulling me against his chest. A shuddering sob escaped my lips as I fell into him, sinking into the warmth his body offered. I wanted to erase the last few hours, to forget what we’d lost. To forget what I had become. Because I didn’t think I could conceal the darker part of myself any longer. I had allowed her freedom and I feared there was no going back. There had been no hesitation when I’d killed. No remorse as I’d watched their bodies fall. Killing should never be easy. I knew that.

      Silent tears rolled down my cheeks, gathering and building until raw cries shook my body. He let me fall apart, holding me as the tears fell. After a time, my chest stilled and the dampness across my face slowly dried. Still, he held me.

      Alarik’s arms cradled me, his hands tracing slow, languid strokes across my back. “It's okay, El. What you went through tonight with Zelos…” His voice trailed off as I drew in a ragged breath.

      “It's not just Zelos. It’s—gods—it's everything else, too.” It was how I couldn’t separate the sadness from the smoldering anger. How I needed to make the scarlet-eyed fae pay for what he had done, despite wanting to return to a normal life.

      “I’m so sorry I couldn’t keep this from you,” he whispered into my hair, stroking back stray pieces. “I know what you’re feeling and it's okay.”

      I pulled back a little, just enough to study his reaction, as hope laced my voice. “You do?”

      His head dipped in a slow, heartbreaking nod. “No matter how terrible the enemy, it still weighs on us. In war, there is always the risk of physical harm, but people are constantly underestimating the toll it takes on your soul, on the pieces of you that your enemy drags to death along with them.”

      That splash of hope evaporated. “Alarik, I think you were right.” I swallowed, cowardly burying myself into his chest once more. “I—I think there is something wrong with me. I should never have been allowed to fight.”

      He lifted his hand to my chin, tugging my tear-streaked face up to meet his. His bright green eyes were full of misplaced understanding as they held mine. “Whatever you’re feeling, El, it's okay. It's normal to feel sad, even a little broken. There’s nothing wrong with you.”

      His voice was so sure, so confident. I couldn’t bear to explain the devastating truth to him. I couldn’t risk losing him. Alarik was everything decent and honest and good in this world. How would he ever be able to understand someone like me?

      I pressed my face against him, not bothering to hold back the tears as sobs racked my chest. He held me there as I cried, pressing soothing kisses to my head. And being the despicable person I was, I let him—even knowing that I was a fraud, a wolf in sheep's clothing—I let him hold me. And as we shifted to the bed, as my breathing calmed against the expanse of his chest, I let him convince me that everything was going to be all right.
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      Maybe there wasn’t something wrong with me. Maybe I was trapped in that numb phase soldiers sometimes described. The aftermath, the feeling of relief that poured through my soul, maybe that was just a side effect of adrenaline, of surviving my first battle.

      I groaned, unable to believe the lie. Last night had brought with it nightmares of the past, visions of my brother’s rotted corpses, but resurrected with depthless black pits for eyes. They heeded the command of the scarlet-eyed fae, laughing as their blades tore through my flesh.

      My body shuddered. The need for vengeance was just as potent now as it had been last night, like a primal drive pushing me toward violence. Sparing a glance at Alarik’s steady chest, I dragged a hand across my face. There was no way he would want to be with me.

      No one would.

      I needed to hide this diseased part of myself—lock it away from the world as I had done all my life. It had grown more powerful, like an infection taking hold. Maybe that was my problem. I had been suppressing it for years, but what I needed to do was find a way to eradicate it from my being.

      Battle was my trigger. So, I’d have to give it up, at least until I figured out how to fix this rotting part of myself.

      Yielding relief calmed my frantic heart as I decided on a course of action. I would have to give up my dream of being a member of the base. My heart cracked a little more, but I refused to let myself cave to these impulses of violence.

      Alarik shifted, throwing a lazy arm over my middle. A sleepy moan sounded from his chest as his eyes fluttered open.

      “Good morning.” His blond hair was framed by the late afternoon sun as he pressed a soft kiss to my lips. Golden hints of a beard dotted his jaw, causing a rough scrape to go along with it. I brought a hand up, exploring the texture further.

      “Mmm, you may need to keep this,” I cooed, forcing a lightness to my tone.

      His deep chuckle rumbled against me as he leaned in once more. The worries that haunted me faded to the background, replaced by the feel of his lips against mine, the heat of his hands drifting up along my thigh, the warmth of his touch sending shocks across my flesh.

      This was the cure I craved. My body responded, a needy groan escaping my lips as he rolled, pulling me on top. The scratchy feel of his bandage grated against my leg, snapping me out of the spell.

      “Alarik, your wound!” I shrieked as I leapt off him. “Gods, you can’t just throw bodies at it. You’re going to rip it open.” I dashed for my pack, snagging the healing kit within. Amused laughter greeted me as I knelt next to him.

      “I hardly consider what we were doing to be ‘throwing bodies’ at it.”

      “You know exactly what I mean,” I said as my fingers worked the dressing free. I braced for the flow of blood that was sure to come, but when I pulled the final piece away, only a thin shallow cut was left, the sutures poking through healed skin.

      Alarik twisted to see. “Is it okay? I used one of Lannie’s salves. Figured it was best.”

      I blinked. “It's great, actually. Little more than a scratch now, but I don’t think the healer was expecting it to heal so quickly. Your sutures should have been removed hours ago.”

      Alarik tensed as I reached for the scissors, carefully clipping the stitches free. After donning a small application of Lannie’s salve once more, I secured a light bandage over top.

      “There.”

      “Thanks, El.” He stared at me for a moment with open adoration.

      I shrugged. “Lannie’s taught me a few things.”

      Reality crept back in as we dressed and when I met his gaze once more, there was an added weight to his shoulders. “We need to meet the others. It's nearly dinner time, and I expect Zaeth will have sent a messenger by now.”

      I nodded as I finished securing my hair in a braid. After Alarik had changed, we made our way down to the tavern at the back of the inn to join the others. With only a little pestering, I was able to convince him to stop by the stables on the way.

      The rest of the horses had returned, safe and whole, and were now resting. I made my way to Ember, happy to find that her wound was much shallower than I thought. I pulled the salve out regardless, sending a plea to the gods that Lannie’s skills would extend to horses as well.

      Ember stomped the dirt once I was finished, already eager for her freedom. After a lot of promises of sunrise adventures and nearly a bushel of apples, she conceded to rest for the evening while we met with the others.

      I fell into step behind Alarik as he pushed through the crowd gathered around the large table in the back. Skender and Xaun were recounting the fight at the bar, adding a few glorious tales that I was sure didn’t happen. But the folk of the town didn’t seem to mind as they cheered them on.

      Alarik and I took a seat next to Vidarr with the rest of the Select who were in the middle of discussing what the new alliance with the dark fae meant for the future. Thankfully, Skender and Xaun had the town captivated, which afforded us some much-needed privacy.

      “This is a once in a lifetime opportunity, Cadoc.” Evander’s voice rang with poorly controlled annoyance. “We would be fools not to seize the chance to learn coveted dark fae fighting techniques, not to mention the possibility of ending these attacks.”

      Cadoc sneered across the table as his grip flexed around his pint of ale. “They are fae. They cannot be trusted.”

      Evander’s face flared, his eyes narrowing as he leaned in. “If you have something to say about my genetics, then I suggest you say it. I know words can be difficult for you, but I’m sure if you try really hard, you’ll be able to manage a few sentences.”

      Cadoc’s fist slammed onto the table as he launched his body forward. Evander smirked, but Vidarr’s knife sliced through the tension, his blade nearly catching Cadoc’s nose, as it wedged into the wooden table between them.

      “Enough,” Vidarr growled, low and controlled. “Cadoc, you need to adapt, brother. There is no room for hatred here. Fear can lead you down a path of destruction. I suggest you redirect.” He pinned Cadoc with a glare before turning toward Evander.

      “Evander, you know he’s double your weight. He may be an asshole, but he’s your brother-in-arms. Help educate rather than exacerbate the situation.”

      “Why does it fall on me to educate him? Am I to be the target of his ignorance and somehow also be expected to shoulder the burden of correcting it?”

      Vidarr’s silver eyes swirled with sadness, knowing Evander spoke the truth. “I know it's not fair, but—”

      “Or Cadoc could stop being a selfish prick and take some responsibility,” I interrupted, hearing enough. I held my chin high. “Maybe try to see life from a different perspective? Fae can be dicks, but so can humans. There are assholes in every species.”

      Vidarr’s lips twitched. “That there are. Despite his actions today, I believe there is still hope for Cadoc.”

      I shrugged, reaching for the pitcher of water. “It doesn’t mean he should be given a pass.”

      “I’m right here. Stop talking about me like I don’t exist.” Cadoc’s gaze seared into mine before he released a long breath. “Look,” he gritted, meeting Evander’s guarded look. “I’m a prick. I know that. You know my history. I’m working on my issues.”

      Greer had mentioned something about Cadoc’s home being in one of the first villages claimed by the attacks. Cadoc had been at the base, as he always was, but his family hadn’t been as fortunate. She said that was the reason he was always angry, always eager for a fight.

      The rest of us remained silent, watching as Evander weighed his admission, not quite an apology, but probably the closest he’d get to one. Evander must have come to the same conclusion, because he gave the slightest of nods before the two went back to eating.

      “Now that that’s over,” Alarik said, “we need to discuss our next steps. Has the messenger arrived from the fae?”

      “Yes, about an hour ago,” Vidarr said. “She dropped off a map to Fort Dhara with an agreed upon date.” His voice grew grim as his eyes darted to me. “Zelos’s body has been prepared. The burial pyre has been constructed and will be lit with the setting sun.”

      My stomach twisted as a wave of nausea rolled through me. It was traditional to light the pyres at either dawn or dusk. It was thought to mimic the transition from this life into the next. Some wished to be sent with the sun, its heat burning through the ties of this world and allowing the soul freedom. But others still clung to the old ways, choosing to be greeted by the darkness in a welcoming embrace. I liked to believe Zelos would have sought the tranquility that night offered. I know I did.

      Alarik frowned. “I would have preferred to speak with the messenger directly.”

      Vidarr’s eyes bounced from Alarik to me. “I thought it best not to wake you. My apologies.”

      Alarik cleared his throat as he turned back to the table. “We need to discuss who will join us at the training camp. And yes, we will be allies with the dark fae. I believe Zaethrian’s intent to stop the attacks is genuine. Vidarr is right; we’ll never get an opportunity to train like this again. We won’t waste it.”

      Alarik waited until Cadoc’s head dipped in submission before he proceeded to review candidates to join us to Fort Dhara—them, not us—because I had made up my mind to step back from the allure of battle.

      Skender and Xaun returned to the table as the conversation transitioned. Theories about the Fractured circulated. No one knew of an entity powerful enough to splinter a soul.

      My mind raced through everything I’d learned about them, returning to the first encounter near my childhood home. “Are there any fae who can communicate telepathically?”

      The conversation stalled as the men stared at me, clearly surprised I was joining in.

      I shifted in my seat as their eyes bored into me. “Telepathy, it means to communicate psychically, like without words.”

      “We know what it means,” Cadoc snapped.

      “But what made you ask that?” Vidarr cut in, his shrewd storm-grey eyes boring into mine.

      I sat up straighter, eyes flicking briefly to Alarik before answering. “When Alarik and I fought them—the Fractured—the first time, near my home, there was a moment when the voices sort of blended and synced. And then with the attack last night, clusters of them moved with such familiarity, almost like they were coordinated.”

      Cadoc scoffed. “That’s what happens when you train together for years, not that you would know.”

      “This wasn’t something you could learn,” I snapped. “It was as if someone was controlling them from afar. Instinctual rather than developed.”

      I recalled the tarnished feel of the Fractured. They were identical. I felt it. I saw it, the cold black fog where their essence had once been. But it wasn’t like I was going to admit to seeing visions of splintered souls while in a bloodthirsty haze.

      “Is there anything you know of that can link beings?” I asked again. The men each shook their heads, though Vidarr’s eyes stayed sharp.

      “I’ll look into the theory when we return,” he answered.

      “Which needs to be soon.” Alarik looked out of the window. “It's nearly time. We will have tonight to mourn but be prepared to leave tomorrow before the sun rises.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 55

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The meadow had been cleared of bodies, all but one. A grand funeral pyre stood proudly in the center, surrounded by wreaths from the town, tokens of appreciation and safe passage from this life to the next.

      A short, squat man stood up from having placed an additional bundle of flowers among the largest of the wreaths. He turned to face me.

      “Hello, Ellie.” Recognition washed over me with his thick accent.

      “Mr. Sapo? What are you doing here?”

      His chin tipped up, gesturing to the town behind me. “I came to pay my respects to the warriors who defended my home. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      I let the last sentence slip through me. I’d heard similar phrases in the past. Not once did they quell the brutal sting of loss. “Your home? But I thought…”

      “This is my true home. Wonder is a second residence, but Neith is where I grew up. It’s where my nieces and nephews live. Where I donate most of my earnings. Thank you for keeping it safe. I know it’s not much, but this is how we show gratitude.” He gestured to the dozens of trinkets and blessings decorating the pyre.

      It was grand, a pyre worthy of kings. But my eyes latched on to the bundle of flesh sitting atop, bound by a death shroud. Swallowing back the lash of grief, I gave a short nod.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Mr. Sapo said, placing a warm hand on my shoulder before retreating.

      My spine stiffened as tears swelled in my eyes. The town saw Zelos as a great sacrifice. He was a hero. He was honored. But he was still dead. I didn’t want to hear their praises, their thanks. I didn’t want his death to be glossed over as some tragic outcome orchestrated by fate. I wanted them, the town, the world to feel the anger and sorrow pumping through my veins.  I wanted to slice through hordes of Fractured, to see bodies littering the floor where my feet touched. I wanted to watch as the commander’s red eyes flared with surprise at my deadly skill. I would enjoy watching that surprise shift into unrelenting fear when he realized he was helpless to stop his fate.

      My blade would pierce his heart, maliciously slow, allowing me to savor each and every burst of agony that he felt—just as he had done to Zelos.

      I blanched. Just as he had done to Zelos.

      I wasn’t him. I wasn’t evil, I reminded myself. At least not yet. I couldn’t allow myself to become one of the very creatures I was trying to destroy.

      The bitter scent of smoke stung my nostrils as a torch was thrust into the base. My eyes prickled as the flames caught, climbing up the sides.

      I wouldn’t give in to this—this need, this sickness.

      The flames stretched, ravenous in their consumption, needing more—reaching for Zelos. They were nearly there.

      I wouldn’t abandon him, or my family, or the countless others who had been slaughtered.

      The first of my tears fell as the shroud was set ablaze.

      I’d find a way to enact my revenge without losing myself.

      The vow echoed through my soul as Zelos’s body burned. But as the last scraps of cloth were ingested by flames, as I forced myself to watch the layers of skin and fat and muscle melt away, I knew that I was beyond saving.
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      The journey back to base was quick and without incident. Ember and I flew through the trees, letting the chill of the early morning wash over us as the moon sank low in the sky. She was back to her full strength and eager to prove herself, just I was eager to forget the events of the past few days. The wind whipped against my cheeks as the sun rose, the brilliant array of colors mocking the tumultuous nature of my thoughts.

      We stuck near the others for most of the ride, stopping to rest when needed, but as the sun started on her descent once more, we pulled ahead. My thighs clenched as we flew through the lively forest. We paused, only once, as the gate along the walls of the base was opened, and then we were off again.

      My thighs burned as we splashed through the shallow stream and up the familiar slope. Ember whinnied as we tore through the last of the trees and into the meadow, now spotted with bursts of yellow among the soft, swaying grasses.

      I slipped from her back as we came to the stables, setting her loose on a flock of pixies. Ember chased them mercilessly through the flowers and a small smile tugged at the corner of my lips as I turned toward the base.

      The dirt across my boots left a trail up the cool marble stones of Alarik’s residence. Slipping them off in the foyer before climbing the steps, I turned down the hallway, searching for my sisters. Disappointment coiled in my chest as I found each of their rooms empty. I pushed through my door, eyes snagging on the clock. My siblings were probably already at dinner. I could take a quick shower and meet up with them… but how would I explain everything?

      Bile burned the back of my throat. I wasn’t ready to relive what happened. Instead, I set my sights on the large claw-footed bathtub across the hall in Greer’s room.

      Sprinkling bath salts into the rising water, I relished the eucalyptus-scented steam filling the room. Slipping out of my travel-worn clothes, I sank into the near scalding waters, letting the heat seep into my sore muscles. I urged my mind to follow suit, to relax, but the memories of the past few days refused to quiet.

      Despite the dismissal of the others, I still believed the Fractured were coordinated somehow. Their movements were clumsy and slow but synchronized enough to prove deadly—as if strings were linking them together, all of which were controlled by a faceless puppeteer—probably the same dark force that had shredded their souls.

      Could it be the same darkness that was now in me? Was that how it worked? Like some sickness that spread, a wickedness that corrupted the very essence of who a person was until they were unrecognizable?

      My heart raced, thrashing inside my chest as I fought against acknowledging the similarities. The Fractured didn’t care about who they killed. They felt no remorse and—if their hideous cackles were anything to go by—they enjoyed ending lives nearly as much as I had enjoyed reaping theirs.

      Cursing, I sat up, splashing water with my hasty movements. Is this how it started? The splintering of a soul? I gritted my teeth against the thought. I wouldn’t become some mindless monster. I refused. Even if that meant giving up fighting forever, I’d find a way to contain this—this poison in me.

      My stomach twisted. Gods, the thought of not training, of not fighting… I’d have to be okay with it.

      I pulled the drain, watching as the warm water swirled down, taking the last of the bubbles with it. I stepped out onto the cold stone, toweling off my hair before wrapping the soft, fluffy fabric around my body.

      Small puddles trailed me as I padded across the hall and into my room. My stomach fluttered as the sound of voices carrying from the hall. I’d just finished slipping into a pair of loose sweats and my favorite worn top when my door opened.

      “You’re back!” Greer’s gleeful voice called as she swept through the door and gathered me in a tight hug. “We missed you.”

      I hugged her, swallowing the fresh wave of guilt. “It's only been a few days, but gods am I happy to see you too.”

      She tugged us over to the couch as Lannie and Will appeared in the hall.

      Will sprinted into my arms, knocking me against the cushions. “Ellie! I have so much to tell you! I started a new class today with the other kids my age. Well, they’re a little bigger than I am, but I’m going to show them I belong. I’ve decided that I’m going to be the best general ever. Even better than Alarik! But don’t tell him that. I don’t want to hurt his feelings.”

      A small chuckle escaped me. “So, you’re to be a general, are you?”

      “Yes, but don’t worry.” He patted my hand as he spoke. “I’ll be nice to Alarik once I’m his superior.”

      The three of us fought to contain our smiles.

      “That sounds like a wonderful dream, Will.” I pressed a proud kiss to his mop of blond curls as he squirmed away.

      “Generals don’t need kisses from their sisters,” he said, wiping it away.

      Greer snorted as Lannie giggled.

      “You’re right, I’m sorry.”

      “And it’s not just a dream, Ellie.” He tilted his small chin up. There was a stubborn glint in his eyes, begging me to believe him. “I’m going to do it. I—I know that Greer says my dreams aren’t real, but this one is. I’m going to be a general.”

      “I believe you,” I said, shooting Greer a questioning look.

      She leaned forward, the cushions of the couch dipping with her shifting weight. “I only meant that the bad dreams can’t hurt you because the monsters in dreams aren’t real. But the good dreams, the dreams that you want to happen, those can be real.”

      Will’s brows furrowed in confusion as he glanced between Lannie and me for clarification. “Why would we be able to pick which dreams were real and which ones aren’t? That doesn’t make sense. And if we can’t pick which ones we want, that means that all of them are real or none of them are.”

      The soft melody of Lannie’s voice responded first. “She means that it’s good to have ideas about what you want to do for your future. If you work hard enough, those things may come true. The dreams that you have, the stories that play out in your mind when you’re asleep, those aren’t real.”

      Will nodded his understanding a moment before hopping down and heading for the door.

      “Where are you going?” I called after him.

      He paused, turning to me with surprised confusion. “To go study. I want to be the best general ever. That’s going to take a lot of hard work, Ellie.”

      “Yeah, Ellie,” Greer teased. “The general needs his study time.”

      I suppressed the urge to laugh as I held Will’s stare. “Yes, of course. Have a good night.”

      He shook his head as he sauntered off.

      “When did he grow up? I feel like just yesterday we were lighting all the candles we owned to keep the monsters away at night and now he’s studying to be a general.”

      “He does seem so grown up these days.” Greer sighed, her soft words overflowing with pride for our baby brother. “You should have seen him, El. He was so excited to go to class. Afterwards, we spent the rest of the afternoon watching the men train, not that I minded that part. With the warmer weather, most of them chose to train without their shirts. They just leave all of that muscle glistening in the sun for anyone to see.”

      My lips twitched. “I thought you weren’t dating?”

      “Who said anything about dating? I’m merely appreciating their hard work.” She gave a not so innocent shrug. “But really, I’m happy being single. It’s been nice to not worry about anyone else’s opinion about me.”

      “You know their opinion never mattered anyway, right?” Lannie questioned.

      “Yeah, I know that logically, but I still wanted to impress whoever I was with in some way. But without that pressure, I’ve been able to figure things out. Learn what I want to do for my own happiness.”

      “That’s good.” I sighed, reflecting on how far we’d come. “It's nice not having to worry where our next meal is coming from, too. Takes the edge off.”

      “It does a lot more than take the edge off,” Greer said, her hand gripping mine. “I hope you know how grateful we are that you figured out how to properly hunt. We would have starved if it had been left up to us.”

      “I know we don’t say it often,” Lannie added, “but we always knew what you were sacrificing to ensure we had food. I did my best with keeping us healthy through plants, but, well, you remember when I tried to go hunting with you.” Her cheeks flared a bright pink as a wave of giggles poured from Greer.

      “We all remember, Lannie. You almost killed her!”

      I failed to stifle my own snickers. “The arrow barely grazed my thigh. And she had me bandaged up within the hour.”

      Greer scoffed as Lannie’s blush turned crimson. “I really am sorry about that.”

      “It was an accident. But I know you two are grateful. I’m grateful too. Lannie, without you, we’d have all died from some type of infection or fever and Greer, you were the backbone of our family—still are. You’re so good with Will, even when he was a toddler. Gods, those days were so hard, but we managed it. And now we’ve got a future general on our hands.”

      Their smiles met my own as the three of us sank into a deep hug.

      But the ease was short-lived. I was surrounded by my family—safe and protected and happy—when Zelos was forever gone from this world. Tension crawled along my spine, clogging my throat as the blissful reprieve of the evening waned. This time yesterday, the flames had only just begun to lick at his bones and here I was, smiling.

      Nausea threatened to turn my stomach as I pulled back from my sisters.

      “What’s wrong? You look like you’re going to be sick.” Greer pressed the back of her hand to my forehead as Lannie frowned, taking in my measure.

      “I’m not sick.” And I prayed to the gods that it was true—that I hadn’t been poisoned by the same darkness that created the Fractured. My lungs filled with a painfully large breath. “The mission I went on, it didn’t go well.”

      My sisters shared a look, but it was Greer who answered. “I thought that it was just a scouting mission or something, right? Low risk, high reward type of thing?”

      “It started out that way, but there were rumors of a strike on a nearby town. We went to check, and—and it turned into a battle.”

      Lannie was able to maintain a controlled exterior, but Greer’s face twisted with worry as she reached for my hand.

      The all-consuming weight of guilt pressed against me, my throat burning with the need to confess. “Zelos was killed.”

      Greer gasped as I blinked away the sheen of tears.

      “I couldn’t reach him in time. Evander and I tried, but there were too many of them, of the Fractured. They’re the creatures that have been mounting the attacks. They’re fae, but not. The dark fae we met said their very essence was splintered and twisted into these, these monsters—”

      “It's okay.” Lannie leaned in, drawing me close for a hug. “You’ve clearly been through a lot. There will be time to explain everything when you are ready. For now, know that we love you and are here for you.”

      I wiped my cheeks. “I guess I’m still processing, but you’re right. I’m not up for talking just yet. I—I think I might put the fighting thing on hold… just for a bit.”

      Greer’s eyes shot up. “Really?”

      “There are other things that interest me.” Greer couldn’t help the quirk of her brow as she stared. “Well, there could be. With everything that’s happened, it's best if I take a step back.”

      I caught Lannie silencing Greer with a quick shake of her head. “We understand,” she said as she stood. “I should get to bed anyway. Healer Grant has me working on creating tonics that can purify the blood after poisoning.”

      “That sounds interesting. I wouldn’t think poisoning was a common occurrence,” I muttered as we headed for the door.

      “It's normally not. I’m not sure why it's such a priority, but this black substance is the oddest thing. It binds to the cells of the body, latching on as if it were about to destroy it, but it doesn’t take anything from the host—just controls it.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. “A black substance?”

      She nodded, stepping into the hall after Greer.

      “Where did Healer Grant find it?” I asked, trying to ignore the tendrils of dread coiling in my center.

      Could this be related to the Fractured? It would make sense for Alarik to want to learn about their weaknesses. Could this be an illness? And, if so, did that mean I was infected, that the hordes of Fractured were subjected to the same disease? More importantly, could it be cured?

      “I have no idea. But it’s a difficult mystery to solve. It has similar properties to a parasite and some components to an infectious disease, but not enough of either to be classified as such. I’ll figure it out, though.” Lannie stretched into a yawn, her voice distorted as she answered. “I’m just next door if you need me.”

      “I should get to bed too. I’m showing the staff how to make macarons tomorrow.” Greer smirked as my eyes lit up. Macarons were my favorite. “I thought that might take your mind off things. A decadent dessert always seems to calm my mind.” Her arms pulled me close, holding me for a moment longer than normal. “I know you’re going through a lot of emotions that I can’t understand, but I hope you know you’re not alone. You’re never alone.”
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      I couldn’t relax. My body was exhausted, and my emotional energy was beyond empty, but my mind continued to play Zelos’s death over and over again. He was there each time I closed my eyes, his head tilted at an unnatural angle, his neck riddled with five deep puncture wounds.

      Giving up on sleep, I returned to the sitting room intent on distracting myself with a good book. I had just reclined on the settee when hesitant knuckles rapped against the door. Already knowing who it would be, I groaned as I strolled to the door, not surprised to find Alarik waiting on the other side.

      “I tried to come earlier, but I heard you with your sisters. So, I left and went to shower.”

      “Thank you.”

      His face hardened. Was that the wrong response? I knew we hadn’t had a chance to talk yet, but I’d hoped to put it off a little longer.

      He took a deep breath before exhaling in an attempt to steady his breathing, but the angry quiver carried through regardless. “You rode ahead of us.”

      “Yes.”

      “Through the very forest where we first encountered those creatures.” He pushed past me into my room, running a hand through his slightly damp hair. “You decided to ride ahead. Alone. Weren’t you afraid of encountering them again?”

      I took my time closing the door before facing him. He wouldn’t understand. It wasn’t fear that propelled me through the forest. I wasn’t afraid of them… but of myself. Pushing thoughts of murder and bloodshed away, I finally turned to meet his searing gaze.

      “No.”

      He stared at me through narrowed eyes. I held my breath as I watched warring emotions flitter across his face: anger, disbelief, but it was his all-consuming worry that won.

      “El, I know that the first time you kill can be difficult. I’ve been through it myself. I feel the weight of each life I’ve claimed, even the terrible ones.” Alarik’s words were gentle, desperately attempting to reach me. He took a hesitant step. “It only means you’re human. I promise, you won’t ever be put in that position again.”

      “I don’t think I should fight anymore.” His body straightened, stunned into stone. The words left a gritty, bitter taste in my mouth, but I willed myself to continue. “A lot has happened. I think—I think maybe you were right. I think it’s safer for everyone if I stay away from the battlefield.”

      He closed the distance between us, stopping just in front of me. I could feel the heat pouring off his body as his strong, steady hands came to rest on my shoulders. I risked a glance up. He was perfect, all tenderness and concern, but the small, brittle pieces of my heart broke a little more at the hint of pity underlying it all.

      “If anything happened to you…” His words hitched, his fingers sweeping long strokes over my arms. “Gods, El, I’m so relieved to hear that you’ll be safe—I really am—but this doesn’t seem like you. Are you sure you’ll be happy without all of it?”

      I sucked in my lip as I reached a hand up, tracing the now smooth skin across his jaw. The smell of spices that were entirely Alarik’s scented the air. I let my fingers wander up to brush the short blond tips of his hair, still hinted with traces of his late-night shower. “I thought that’s what you wanted.”

      “It is, but it is your decision to make. I want you to be happy.” His hand covered mine, holding it to his cheek, the intensity of his gaze searing through my core. “Do you really not know?”

      It was little more than a whisper, a musing given voice. The soft sincerity released a multitude of emotions, all crashing through my body in a beautiful, chaotic storm.

      He brought his other hand around my waist, pressing his body into mine, the worn fabric of his sweats doing little to shroud the muscular form beneath. “I know that my heart isn’t whole. It probably never will be. I can’t promise myself to you because half of me is still with her.” With Rhosyn.

      “But,” he continued, giving voice to that deliciously wretched word that caused my heart to flutter. “But I care for you.” His eyes widened as if a confession had been pulled from his lips. “More than I thought I was capable of.”

      Taking in a few shallow breaths, my eyes darted between his. Gods, he was worried about not being good enough for me. That his broken heart was not worthy of my blackened one.

      I pressed up onto my toes, slamming my lips against his. Because he was more than worthy. He was the hero of this world. He was everything good and right and strong. While I wasn’t.

      So, I kissed him.

      I kissed him like I was falling into an endless abyss of wickedness with Alarik as my only chance for salvation. I kissed him like his lips could somehow eradicate the sinister soul inside of me.

      He pulled back. “El, I still can’t promise—”

      “Kiss me.” The words rushed from me, breathless and needy. “Please, just kiss me.”

      Something in my tone, or perhaps the desperate plea in my eyes must have convinced him that words could wait—that in this moment, all we needed was each other.

      His hand drifted up to cradle my neck, tilting my face up, before his mouth met mine with a ferociousness I wasn’t expecting. The kiss was harsh and frantic, his lips moving with relentless abandon.

      And I let him have me. I needed him. Needed this. Needed to lose myself to everything he was and everything I wasn’t.

      His fingers sent waves of electricity through my body, racing through my veins and coiling low in my center. I moaned as his fingers knotted in the soft curls at the base of my neck, tugging down with just enough force to open my mouth to his.

      I met his challenge with a ferocity of my own, tugging the cotton shirt over his head in a clumsy, hungry motion before ripping mine off as well.

      His breathing was ragged, his eyes smoldering as they took in my bare chest, nipples growing taut under his hungry gaze. He licked his already swollen lips, transfixed as I slowly started to slipped down my pants.

      The look of want in his hooded eyes emboldened me. I realized there was strength in that look, a different type of vulnerability that was beauty and passion and desire. It was new to me. The first time had been soft touches and sweet kisses, but the man before me now promised fire.

      Stepping out of the pile of fabric, I relished the way his eyes feasted on the thin scraps of black lace adorning my body. I held my hand up against the broad expanse of his chest, flashing him a wicked grin as I did so.

      I wanted to savor this. My fingers dragged across the hard planes of muscle as I circled him, curving over his shoulder, dipping among the chiseled bands of his back. I stalked him like the predator I was, unable to help but admire the multitude of scars across his skin. He was a warrior, a defender of the innocent. And right now, he wanted me.

      My breasts pressed against his back, drawing a hiss from him, as I leaned forward, pressing small kisses to his neck. I savored the taste of him, leaving a trail of nips and kisses until I came to a jagged pink scar in the exact location of where his wound was yesterday.

      It was completely healed. Good. There was nothing left to hold me back.

      I came around to face him, hooking my thumbs in his sweats as I pressed up to link my lips to his. The thick length of him strained against the soft material, the tantalizing pressure against my body urging me on. My hands worked the fabric down to expose the deep cut of his abs trailing into an enticing vee before they fell away completely.

      His hand curved around the soft skin of my hips, pressing my near naked flesh against him. My hands locked around his neck, moaning as he cupped my ass, grinding his impressive length against my heated core.

      We kissed and licked, devouring each other against chairs and walls as we slowly made our way toward the bed. We fell against the sheets, unwilling to part from one another for even a moment.

      His hand slipped beneath the thin fabric between my legs. He groaned, feeling how ready I was for him, and I lifted my hips, barely feeling the scratch of lace, as he disposed of the fabric. My hands gripped his face, pulling it back to mine as my legs parted.

      His fingers worked my flesh, pumping and stretching until I felt my muscles tighten.

      “Alarik.” I moaned, needing to feel more of him.

      He nipped the tip of my breast as he pulled back. His knees nudged my legs further apart as he settled between them. He slowed then, allowing my body time to adjust. And then we were moving once more.

      Our bodies rocked against one another, the gentle motion giving way to a heated tempo. We had both been trapped in the frigid loneliness of our lives. But together we burned. It wasn’t love, not exactly, but it was real.

      As our bodies grew taut, as the fire raged through our veins, my fingers scraping down his back, as we detonated together.

      But neither of us was finished, neither of us willing to give up our inferno of refuge. We came together again and again until the moon was low in the sky and we could evade sleep no longer.
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      The door swung open with a crash, yanking me from sleep. My eyes blinked open, locking on the hard planes of Alarik’s tanned chest as a set of self-assured footsteps grew louder.

      I gasped, sitting up as I shoved Alarik awake. My eyes bounced from him to my open bedroom door and the nearing strides. But before I could tell him to hide, Greer came into view.

      Her soft blue dress swayed as she strolled in without a clue as to what she would find. “Hey, I figured if you were serious about the not-fighting-thing that you could join—”

      She froze as Alarik sat up. The sheets drifted down, pooling in his lap to expose the firm edges and curves of his broad chest. I flushed scarlet, covering my own exposed body as Greer’s mouth gaped open.

      “Good morning.” Alarik grinned, at least having the decency to look bashful.

      Greer’s mouth snapped shut, pulling into a scandalous smile. “It does appear to be a good morning. A very good morning.”

      I groaned.

      “Sorry, El. I can see that you have… other plans for today.” Her eyes burned with questions and a hint of satisfaction as she stepped toward the door. “I’ll just be in the kitchens if anyone needs me.”

      She gave one last wiggle of her brows before she left, shutting the door behind her.

      I flung myself back into the pillows.

      “Well.” Alarik smirked. “That wasn’t how I pictured our day starting.”

      I threw the comforter over my face, too embarrassed to speak.

      Alarik’s rumble of laughter shook the bed, his frame sliding down next to mine to join me under the covers. “It wasn’t that bad.”

      “It was terrible! How could it have been any worse?”

      “At least we weren’t in the middle of anything.” A wicked grin spread across his cheeks at the suggestion. He brought his lips to mine, his hand trailing down my stomach to settle just above my hips. “How are you feeling?”

      “A little sore,” I admitted.

      His hand stilled, but I tilted my hips, urging him to continue. A hungry groan escaped him, igniting my own embers of desire.

      “Then let me ease that ache for you.” He heeded my command, slipping his fingers between my thighs.

      I giggled.

      The rest of the world could wait. At least for today.

      I knew we’d have to address everything, eventually. Our alliance with the dark fae was fragile at best, and there was so much we didn’t know about the Fractured, or the mysterious force responsible for unleashing them.

      Then there was me. The darkness hadn’t dissipated, but there had to be a cure. Lannie was already working on it. So, really, it was only a matter of time until I was free.

      His lips brushed over mine as his fingers gently explored. “Are you sure you’re feeling up to this?”

      I answered him with a kiss, forcing my mind to clear. Reality could wait. But right now, in this moment—with the feel of his hands on my body, with the taste of his lips against mine—I allowed myself to stay in the beautiful haven we’d created.
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      Speckles of black, rotting blood misted the air as my blade burst from the greying flesh of the Fracture’s throat. It smelled sweet, like wilted roses and burnt sugar, the dark spray coating my face in a splash of warmth. I inhaled deeply, letting the scent wash over me, fueling my ravenous need to slaughter the corrupt creatures before me, while I searched for him.

      I combed through the swarm of bodies and clashing metal, needing to reach Zelos before it was too late. He was moving fast, nearly at the commander’s side. Though he was a skilled fighter, one of the best, I knew he wouldn’t win this fight. I needed to stop him.

      My blade sliced through another and another and another. I was frantic in my hacking, uncaring of the mess of bodies left in my wake.

      I glanced up through the mist of blood, hanging thick in the air. His eyes found mine as the blade pierced his chest.
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      “Elara, the macarons!”

      I blinked away the memory as a bun of tangled, silver curls pushed past me. Burnt sugar coated the air as she pulled a sheet of charred circles from the oven, the smell far too reminiscent of the horrors swirling in my mind.

      Swallowing back the bile singeing my throat, I forced myself to meet her eyes. “I’m sorry, Greer. I was distracted.”

      Her hand took up residence on her rounded hip, thicker now that we had spent the better part of a year at the base. “Clearly. That was the third batch you’ve burnt this week.”

      I flinched. Burnt sugar. Burnt flesh. The flames rising higher as they consumed Zelos’s burial shroud.

      “Hey.” Her voiced dropped to a soothing tone as her fingers gripped mine. “Look at me, El. You’re here. You’re safe.”

      My guarded hazel eyes met her crystal blue ones filled with open concern. It was true. I was here. In the kitchen butchering baking recipes when I should have been scouring the seven kingdoms and enacting vengeance for Zelos’s life, for the thousands-upon-thousands of human lives ripped away from this world because of the plague of Fractured left unchecked.

      My jaw clenched but I managed to turn away before she could see, letting her fingers slip from mine. The red-eyed commander had called me the Dark Phoenix, the infamous source of destruction whispered of throughout the ages. The bringer of the end. The one to unleash a plague of death and shadows upon this world. I didn’t want to believe it and was grateful none other had heard the title—beside Zaeth. But the dark fae seemed content to maintain my secret. For now.

      Though I did my best to hide it, my thirst for battle never ceased. It simmered beneath my weakening will, waiting for me to succumb. But I couldn’t. Not yet.

      Lannie was working day and night to extract more information from the tarry black substance. So far, she’d learned it could control the body but didn’t harm it—at least not in the way a typical pathogen or poison did. The body continued to function but was distorted. The quicker she could discover the inner workings of our enemy, the sooner we would hone in on their weaknesses and end this war. And if she were able to craft a cure for the Fractured? We could decimate their army in a single wave.

      But until that fateful day, until I was sure I wasn’t infected—that I wouldn’t become one of them or transform into a far greater evil—I had to stay away from the temptation of war. My sisters didn’t realize that was why I’d pulled back from training. Nobody did. They all thought I was broken after watching Zelos fall. Even Alarik assumed I was guilt-ridden at not stopping it. That I was nothing but a damaged soldier, like so many others, haunted and unable to be fixed.

      Perhaps they were right. But not in the way they thought.

      I was shattered and broken. I doubted any amount of time would mend what had been lost, but I’d been that way for a while, now. When I dug my brother’s graves—when my raw, blistered hands forced the shovel to carve out two more vacancies in the earth for my parents a week later—my soul had been broken then. And it had never fully healed.

      A viciousness had grown among the cracks, sealing up the shredded, splintered pieces with an endless hunger. I’d spent the last seven years concealing that darkness, repressing my shadows. But it seemed they had grown tired of their cage.

      I glanced over my shoulder as Greer dumped the ruined macaroons into the trash. “Sorry about that.”

      The pan clattered loudly in the sink, holding Greer’s focus a moment longer as she took in a deep breath, before her gaze fixed on mine. “El, you’re my sister, and I love you, but this isn’t working.”

      “I’ll set a timer next time—”

      She waved off my excuse. “This isn’t about the baking supplies. The base has more than enough. What I mean, is this isn’t working for you. Baking is a reprieve for me. It’s ordered and structured, but still lends itself to a creative flare. It brings me happiness, but it’s not the same for you.”

      A frown tugged at my lips. She chanced a step closer.

      “It’s okay to enjoy fighting.” I flinched, the blow of her words causing me to stumble back. She stilled, voice softening. “I don’t understand the allure, but you’re in a base full of warriors who do.”

      The allure? Did Greer realize why I’d been holding back? Did she see through the mistaken façade of fear for what it really was—shame?

      “I have to go.”

      “El, just talk to me—”

      “Sorry for the cookies. I think you’re right, though. I don’t think cooking is my thing.”

      “They’re macarons and it’s baking. But that’s not the point. We should talk—”

      I raced through the door before she could uncover more of my truth. If I spoke of it any further, if I acknowledged the lurking darkness awaiting freedom, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to contain it.
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