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To finding your courage within.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Content warning: There is an almost rape scene, and a short (unintentional) dubcon scene. If either of these things bother your or can harm your mental health, please do not read this book. Mental health matters. *hugs*

Also, if factual accuracy is important to you, then you might want to pass on this book. I enjoy exercising my right to creative license a bit much.
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You have been warned.
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History can be twisted…
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CHAPTER ONE


The witching hour called to me, pulling me from dreams I couldn’t otherwise escape. I answered her call gladly, eager to leave behind the terror that still reached for me with slender fingers even as I awoke. It was nights like this I dreaded. The cold, dreary nights that grew longer as the Winter Solstice grew nearer. The cold wind bore ill will upon its breath. I shuddered, pulling my blankets tighter across my shoulders. Waren harrumphed in his sleep, and I glanced at him. 

Whoops. 

I replaced the blanket I had unintentionally stolen from him, chagrined, and softly rubbed his cheek in silent apology. We didn’t have much, living on the outskirts of the village like we did, but we survived. Between Waren’s job minding the village cattle as the other men chopped trees and my tonics, we were able to acquire the necessities. 

I tiptoed out of bed and slipped my worn robe over me. It was a practiced move. On chill nights like these, keeping bare skin to a minimum was key. I shivered and my nipples pebbled, the thin robe no match for the cold. 

I padded over to the moonlit window, and my breath frosted the glass. The moon shone brightly, and I took a moment to appreciate her beauty as she softly lit the woods in the near distance. Drawing my finger through the condensation on the window, I thought back over my dreams. Waren kept insisting that I merely needed to acknowledge my dream-state, and that would allow me mastery of my dreams. 

I scoffed. 

Some dreams took on a life of their own and must simply be born. 

My mind wandered through the memories of my dreams as my eyes lingered over the sleepy frozen scene before me, sorting my memories into some semblance of sense. The nearby Black Forest loomed just beyond my window, the ominous darkness and sporadic snow patches oddly settling. 

Unlike Waren, I couldn’t simply “take control” of my dreams, but I’d found that sorting through them afterwards allowed me to better process my inner chaos.

With a sign I turned from the frosted window and began gathering ingredients. If I was going to be awake at this Morena-forsaken hour, may as well make it useful.

Muscle memory took over as I mindlessly went through the motions of making my village-famous gingerbread. I had made this recipe so many times I knew it by heart, the measurements routine. The spices perfumed the air, and I breathed it in deep. This was the scent that followed me everywhere, yet I found I never grew tired of it. 

I finished up the batch of gingerbread in no time, and since the smell of gingerbread was already in the air, - yup, I checked that Waren was still asleep - I pulled out my basket of crystals and vials that had been hidden beneath a pile of laundry. 

My stash of crystals was sadly getting low. I pulled a pink one out and rubbed my finger across its smooth face. My memories still hung over me like a cloud, so I decided I would use one for a memory charm and see if this time it worked. 

Hand wrapped around the crystal, I dug deep for my magic. The gingerbread scent grew stronger, almost burning my nostrils, but I persisted, calling to my magic to come closer to the surface. To fill the pink crystal. 

Languidly, magic trickled towards the crystal, and I kept tugging, hopeful that this time would be successful. 

“Is that a memory charm?” Warm arms wrapped around me from behind, and I shivered as his lips brushed the shell of my ear. 

“Sorry, did I wake you?” I sank into his arms, breathing in his slightly musty scent and allowing it too to envelop me. He was bare chested, and I briefly wondered - not for the first time - how he could walk around so in this cold. Not that I was complaining. The view was fantastic.

“I just missed feeling you in my arms, is all.” he breathed, sending shivers up and down my spine. Damn him, he knew my ears were sensitive as a Fae’s. If I were a cat I would be purring.

I took a deep breath. “Yes, it’s a memory charm. I was trying to sort through my … memories.” I looked up into his fuzzy face. “Of Mutti. I miss her.” I whispered. 

He kissed my forehead, and the warmth of his love permeated through the chill. I wouldn’t be surprised to see melted snow surrounding our little house from the heat of it. My toes curled. 

“Your magic is growing. I can smell its power from here.”

“Are you sure you aren’t smelling the cookies?” I lifted the charm and squinted at it. As much as I found my magic to be useful, it could be dangerous for both of us. Maybe it was just the witching hour’s influence? “I can’t tell a difference.”

Waren studied it a moment, then sniffed deeply. “It’s faint, and less sweet smelling than the cookies. But yes, it smells stronger.”

I fretted. “There are already villagers who are getting suspicious - how will I hide it if it’s getting stronger?”

“There is one way.”

Rolling my eyes I replied, “A way that I can still live with myself, I mean. I can’t just not help people.”

I felt his huff ruffle my hair as his arms tightened around me. We were the most unlikely of pairings, yet I felt we worked. Both outsiders in the eyes of the villagers, we found solace in each other. Even if we didn’t always see eye to eye, I took comfort in the fact that we could always have each other's backs when the time came.

“I guess I can just make even more cookies,” I mused. “Hopefully no one else will be able to tell the difference. I’m not sure there’s anything else I can do.”

“Try another charm, this time a more complicated one. Let’s see how strong it is, and if we think it can still be explained by your cookies.”

I lept at the suggestion and began gathering, sorting through my crystals and elixirs, intent on finding the perfect one for this. “Brilliant. I can make a healing and rejuvenating tonic. Those are always in need.” 

Potion ingredients and their uses floated before my mind's eye. This was a more complex magic, but instinctively I knew which combinations would combine to produce the desired result. Hands steady and sure, I mixed and poured and allowed my magic free reign to accomplish my task. 

My magic was as much a part of me as my fingers, or my lungs. I closed my eyes and breathed deep, sinking into that place where I can mentally see my magic. Calling it up, I coaxed and pulled it to the surface, guiding it to fill the silver crystal. It felt a bit like pulling taffy in the winter, but with a bit more mental pushing and pulling it finally began to slowly fill the crystal. 

Once it was finally full, I opened my eyes and held it up, ignoring the thin trickle of sweat that dripped down the side of my face. I beamed at the shimmering crystal. “Look at it! It worked!”

Waren leaned forward and took a delicate sniff. “It’s definitely growing stronger, Katharina. You need to be careful. No more using your magic around any of the villagers, I don’t care who they are.”

I whirled around to face him, spine stiff. “Waren. No. You can’t ask that of me.”

“What other choice is there?” He threw up his hands. “Would you rather have me watch King Almain’s soldiers break down our door one day and carry you away to rot in prison, or worse, be executed?”

“Of course not, but it can’t be one option or the other, Waren, it just can’t!” We were both breathing heavily, our chest almost touching with each deep breath. I continued, softer this time, “I will be careful, I promise. No unnecessary risks. But that’s all I can promise.”

He sighed, and leaned his forehead against mine, accepting my promise. For now. I knew we would have this argument again, later. We always did. 

“I couldn’t bear to lose you, Katharina.”

I gently raked my fingers down his slightly scruffy cheek and huffed a laugh. “And I don’t need you to remind me of what I face. I have enough memories I try to avoid as it is.”

“I could give you some new memories to distract you.”

I felt the rumble of his voice travel straight south and all my previous thoughts fled at the carnal sound.

“Mmmm, that sounds nice.”

“Just nice?” He growled into my ear and my toes curled. “Sounds like you need a reminder.”

I let a low chuckle slip out. “Think you’re up to it?” I tease as I turn around to face him. The moon highlighted the planes of his face, and I sent a quick thank you to Devana for her favor.

He smirked, and I watched his emotions as they played across his face. He grabbed my hand and moved it where he wanted it. “You tell me. Am I up enough for you?”

I wrapped my hand around the silken warmth and stroked. He groaned and I watched his face as he savored the feeling. I loved watching him enjoy what I did to him. There was a certain power to the feeling that I just couldn’t get enough of. I also dearly loved teasing him. “I think it’s probably satisfactory.”

His eyes snapped to mine and he growled. Spinning me around, he pressed me against the cold glass, the shocking sensation enhancing my libido as he let me feel all of him. The juxtaposition of the cold at my front and his heat at my back drove me crazy. “I can show you satisfied,” he whispered into my ear. 

“Promises, promises.” The throaty sound that rumbled out of me was almost unrecognizable. The sounds that this man could draw out of me were positively sinful. His hands trailed across my skin, their warmth a stark contrast from the cold of the glass window as they made their way towards my breasts. Slowly, tantalizing, my anticipation soared and my nipples beaded further in readiness for his talented fingers. I gasped as he flicked the hardened nubs through my robe. 

“Always so eager,” he breathed. “What do you want?”

I moaned as he continued teasing my nipples, tugging and flicking them until I was incapable of much else. 

“I said,” he twisted my nipples almost painfully, and I cried out at the pleasurable pain. “What do you want?”

“You. I want - you.” I panted. 

“How do you want me?” He persisted, the cruel man. 

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t think beyond the desire coursing my veins. I grabbed his hand from my breast and moved towards where I wanted it, using my hands instead of my words. “There.”

Without a word, he slipped his skillful fingers under my robe and slowly, enticingly slid them down my body, taking his time. I writhed, unable to remain still as every nerve in my body lit up. I grabbed hold of his arm for support, and he tightened his grip on me, making sure I wouldn’t fall. 

“Waren.” I groaned, as he expertly lit every single nerve on fire.

A frantic knock on the door shattered the intimate moment.

I groaned for a very different reason. Witching hour? I scoffed. I’m about to rename that.


CHAPTER TWO


Waren growled and spun us so I was no longer in view of the window. “Who could that be at this hour?”

I gaped at him, my body slow to follow the sudden shift in mood. “Um, it may… may be one of the villagers needing me?”

“It’s too early. Tell them they can wait.” He palmed my breast as if to emphasize his point.

A small, terrible part of me almost agreed. With a sigh I felt to my bones, I pulled away and looked at him, the intimate moment dissipating. “Waren, if someone needs me, I can’t turn them away.”

“I could. Just say the word.”

I held back a grin. “I know. Thank you.”

“I still don’t see why you even help them. Would they do the same for you?” He gritted out.

I winced as the truth behind his words cut me. Many villagers didn’t accept me because of my past. There were some who were kinder than others, but even after almost ten years, I still remained an outsider. The price of too many secrets.

Waren was like me in this, though the reason was different. I studied his sharp features, the slight tipping of his ears, all signs of his mixed heritage. Fae were considered to be lesser than, and even quarter Fae was still considered 'too much' for the small minded to forgive. Our shared secrets brought us together.

“Let’s see who it is.” I rested my hand on his side a moment before moving to the door. I took a deep breath and wrapped my robe tighter around myself before I opened the door.

“Katharina! You need to come, quick.” Ida, one of the few people I could call my friend, stood in my door. Her voice was on the verge of panic. 

“What’s happened?” I asked quickly as I turned to gather my clothes and basket. Waren and I shared a look as I grabbed my newly made tonic, heart sinking. I made sure to add several small loaves of gingerbread as well, making a mental note to bake another batch when I returned.

Waren threw up his hands and scoffed, but I resolutely tried to ignore him as I walked behind the privacy screen and slid my clothes on while Ida talked.

“It’s Anneliese Amsler. She fell out of the barn loft yesterday and the healer hasn’t been able to wake her. You’re the family's last resort.”

I gritted my teeth, frustration riding me hard as I slipped my clothes and thin boots on. If only I had been called when it happened, I might have been able to do something. As it was… I shut down my thoughts. “I will do everything in my power to help her.” I moved to my kitchen, grabbing items and filling my satchel as I went. I grabbed my newly created tonic, and as I did, Waren caught my eye, lips tight. I gave him a little shrug and turned back to Ida. “I’m not sure what good I can do, but I will do my best.”

“I know. I tried to tell Petra to let me get you earlier, but we had to wait for Joachim to leave…” she trailed off, and I didn’t need her to finish the sentence to understand.

“I know,” I sighed. It was useless to rail at the impossible. I knew Petra’s husband likely was the reason she didn’t call me earlier to check her daughter. He was one of the… less kind villagers. “There, I think I’m ready.” I turned to Waren to say goodbye, but he waved me off.

“Don’t bother. I know. Just - be safe,” he grumbled.

I blew him a kiss. “I will.”

Ida grabbed my arm and hauled me out of the house.

Not even the witching hour could withstand Ida once she set her mind to something.

Stepping off my doorstep, I followed my feet to the village path, the trees reaching out with brittle fingers to touch my clothes as I passed. I didn’t mind their reaching twigs, they were merely curious and had no ill intent. Ida danced from their reach, loath to let them touch even her clothing. The wind seemed to join in the mischief and the chill seeped through our clothes.

We were nestled close to the beginnings of the eerie Dark Forest, but I had never felt fear from its depths. The faint tingle of magic the forest seemed to breathe always made me feel at ease, and the night animals joined in a harmony that soothed me. The cold Solstice wind on the other hand... I tucked my coat around my arms a bit tighter, wishing not for the first time that I had thicker material. Even with the moon’s light, the path through the village to Anneliese’s house seemed leeched of amiability. The unusual sense of foreboding that permeated the air tonight did nothing to ease my discomfort.

A flutter of wings passed by my ear, and I turned to the sound. "Fiach! I'm surprised you're awake at this hour." I glanced at the brightening horizon, judging it to now be just before sunrise. Definitely too early for the lazy raven.

"I still don't understand why you allow that wild creature to get so close to you." Ida shuddered.

I laughed, delighted he joined me. "He's harmless, truly."

Ida grumbled, but didn’t say anything further.

Affectionately, I stroked his glossy feathers. “Such a pretty boy,” I cooed and watched him preen at the praise. “Tonight will be a long one. Are you sure you want to come?”

His black eyes glinted, and he seemed to settle into his spot on my shoulder, comfortable.

“Very well.” I turned to Ida. "Tell me more of Anneliese's condition," I prompted her as I picked up our pace.

With a wary glance at Fiach, Ida began. "They found her about midday. The healer thinks she may have some broken ribs, and she has a nasty bump on her head. I believe the healer tried a poultice to reduce the swelling, but it didn't seem to have much effect.”

"Well, it wouldn't," I grumbled. The village healer and I rarely saw eye to eye, despite both of us employing the same craft. When I first came to the village, I had wandered into his shop, hoping to find a measure of peace during a time of upheaval. Instead, I found a crotchety curmudgeon with an intolerance for compassion. My attempts at support, meager as they were, were rebuffed soundly.

The resentment soon became a two way street, heightened by the fact that I had some small skill and training. I had always been fascinated with the castle healer in my youth, and snuck in to watch him care for his patients as often as I could spare the time. I learned much from him as he would frequently explain what he was doing and the healing properties of his various provisions.

Anneliese's house came into view as we neared the main street of the village. She and her family lived near the center of the village, close to her father’s blacksmith shop. The windows shone brightly with a fevered light.

Ida rapped briskly on the door, the loud banging interrupting my inner musing. The drawn face of Petra peered through the small crack at the door, before flinging wide. “Katharina! Ida, I didn't expect you until this afternoon.”

“I’m here to see if I can be of any help for Anneliese. Is your husband already at the forge?”

“Yes, he just left a few moments ago,” she answered hesitantly.

May we come in?” Ida interjected.

Petra’s chin quivered, but she silently opened her door wide with barely a glance at Fiach still perched on my shoulder. “She’s in the back room. Follow me.”

Stepping over the threshold, it seemed as if the very house was holding its breath. We followed Petra into Anneliese’s room and Fiach flew to the windowsill. I set my satchel beside Anneliese and began assessing her injuries. Her small body seemed to be swallowed by the room, her breaths shallow, her face pinched and pale. I feared it would take more than wishes and poultices for Anneliese to wake up again. “It’s me, Katharina,” I murmured gently. “I’m so sorry this happened to you, but I’m going to do everything in my power to help you, okay?”

I turned to Petra and swallowed. “Why don’t you lay down for a moment? I promise to stay with her and call you if there’s any changes.”

“I shouldn’t leave her…” She fretted, wringing her hands.

“Petra, you know Katharina. You know her. She needs space to help Anneliese.” With a meaningful look, Ida guided Petra out of the room and closed the door gently behind her. “There. Now, what do you need me to do?”

I took a deep breath and sat on the edge of the bed. “I need hot water. And… I need to concentrate.”

She nodded. “Okay, I’ll make sure of it.”

As Ida slipped out of the room, I began unpacking my satchel, laying a few crystals where they needed to be, my magic guiding me. I allowed it to pull me towards a lilac colored potion, and I unstoppered it and took a sniff, then added a few extra herbs to it. Lastly, almost as an afterthought, I pulled out a few loaves of gingerbread and placed them on the small bedside table and opened the window. I smiled as Fiach decided to stay, as if he was wanting to show his support. The silly notion warmed my heart.

When I was satisfied with the preparations I had finished, I closed my eyes and sank into my magic, searching for my center. I allowed the feeling of its warmth to infuse my entire body as it hesitated at my call for more. I pushed, relentlessly calling for more magic, more power, more rightness.The room filled with the scent of gingerbread as my magic weakly began responding, and I was thankful Petra had left.

Ida slipped into the room with a pail of hot water.

“Come here,” I called to her, barely aware of the slight hypnotic edge to my voice. “Watch her. If she struggles, make sure she doesn’t hurt herself.”

I felt more than I saw as Ida complied, sitting in the chair by the bed. Pouring the potion into the hot water, I stirred it until I was satisfied it was ready. Using a cloth, I dripped the concoction onto Anneliese’s torso and placed my hands gently over her ribs. “Steady, Anneliese,” I whispered. I wasn’t sure if she could hear me.

My magic shifted, pricking at me, almost feeling eager to be released. I took a deep, steadying breath, then let my guards drop. I gasped at the sudden chill. Pushing the cold aside, I followed my magic as it flowed into Anneliese, seeking out her wounds.

Seconds blended to minutes, and minutes stretched into hours as I guided my magic in knitting bones and sewing flesh together. I was no longer aware of my surroundings as I focused on remembering all the lessons on healing I learned at the castle. Cell by cell, flesh joined together, the tiny body before me healing achingly slow. I felt my magic try to pull from Anneliese’s energy reserves and directed it firmly back to myself. She didn’t have enough energy to spare as her body worked to heal herself. Instead, I directed my magic to take what it needed from me as it followed the body's natural healing paths.

My magic fought against the angry wounds, and I realized the internal injuries were far more severe than I had even realized. Anneliese was nearing death’s door, and if I was unable to reverse the damage in time… I shut down my thoughts. Thinking like that wasn’t helpful right now.

I directed my magic to begin pulling from my reserves, and poured all my will into mending. This would not be her last day.

My magic grew tired, my limbs grew chilled and stiff, but still I poured more, feeding my fatigued magic and forcing it to continue. Anneliese wasn’t strong enough yet for me to stop.

It felt like an eternity, but still I refused to stop until I was sure Anneliese would make it. My eyes drooped, but still I kept on, kept pushing my magic to keep going, to give me more. Anneliese needed more.

Phantom images from my past tried to push their way to the forefront of my mind of the last time I had magically healed someone and the devastation that followed. I gritted my chattering teeth as I resolutely pushed the memories aside. I didn't have time for the past right now. My entire body felt like it was being weighed down by ice, and I glanced at Anneliese terrified I wouldn't have enough. That I wouldn't be enough. Tears began gathering in my eyes and Anneliese's face blurred as I choked back a sob, I didn't know how much longer I could keep pushing.

Healing with magic is one of the most brutal and demanding manipulations of magic. It demanded not only finesse and skill, but also enormous amounts of energy and will, and I was at the end of my ability.

Unable to keep my eyes open a moment longer, I slumped over beside Anneliese as I surrendered to the cold darkness.
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Blinking, I sat up and immediately turned to look at Anneliese, heart racing. She was eerily still, yet I thought I noticed a faint pink on her cheeks. I studied her a moment longer, and was almost positive she looked to be breathing deeper and easier, as well. Reaching out, I tentatively tried to send my magic out to her, but It was completely spent. She was still breathing though, and I sighed in relief. She was going to make it. Even my eyelids were exhausted, but my magic seemed to lick its lips in tired satisfaction.

Rubbing my arms for warmth, I took in my surroundings, noticing Fiach dozing on the window sill, beak tucked under his wing, and I was surprised at the amount of sun shining in the window. It must be about noon. Ida was no longer in the room with me, but truth be told I had no idea when she had left. She'd probably gone to join Petra.

Speaking of Petra, I should let her know about Anneliese. I slowly swung my legs over the side of the bed,  the movement finally rousing Fiach.

"I’d ask how you slept, but if it’s anything like how I slept, I don’t think I want to know." I wasn't sure why I was whispering, only that it felt right.

He flew to my shoulder and his bright eyes stared into mine. I brushed off the slight tingle that raced down my spine at the look.

The door was only a few steps from the bed, yet when I put my hand on the door handle to open it, something stopped me. Did I just hear my name? I put my ear to the door and listened.

Mutti always said eavesdroppers never hear anything good about themselves, and I should have listened to her.

"Well I hear that she tried to heal someone at the castle, but instead killed them! That's why she got banished."

"Surely not, you don't think?"

I tried picking out the voices, but was having trouble placing them through the thick door.

"I hear she had something to do with the Fae, and I would believe that before I'd believe she killed someone. I mean, just look at who she's with." Even through the door, the sneer was obvious, and my heart began to pound. Wasn't anybody going to stand up for me, or say something nice? Where was Ida?

"Ugh, I know. He makes my skin crawl. I don't know why the Mayor lets him stay here. He should go back to his own people."

My hands curled into fists at the injustice. Waren couldn't help who his parents were, no one can. And he more than pulled his weight in the village. Their words cut through my heart like a hot knife cuts through butter. 

"Maybe she stays with him for other reasons. I mean, Fae or not, have you looked at him?"

"Speaking of Fae, have you heard the Dark Fae was seen not too far from the woods by Katharina’s place the other day?"

I heard a series of gasps through the door and pressed my ear closer, heart racing. Facts about the Dark Fae were few, and rumors plenty. It was rare to obtain first hand information about him. Most rumors claim his face is the last thing his victims see. Not many can boast of being able to see him and tell the tale.

"Tell me it isn't true!"

"But it is! Kurt himself told me he saw him and his thrice cursed Morgenstern. It was unmistakable. The very next morning is when Ebbe Bergman went missing.”

A low murmur broke out among the voices, and I struggled to hear what was being said. The Dark Fae was a terrible creature that mothers use to scare their children into listening. “Go to bed or the Dark Fae might snatch you up!” or “Eat your vegetables so you can be strong enough to fight off the Dark Fae!” were common threats used. 

“I also heard that Falko Börngen lost half his cattle that same day.”

“And that Emil Glas lost his prize bull to what looked like a ritual sacrifice. It was missing its heart and liver when he found it slaughtered in his field! It was the Dark Fae’s doing. I can’t imagine how someone could be so evil.”

“Well, he’s Fae. They’re beautiful but seductive and treacherous. It’s said they’d sooner eat a lover than pleasure them.”

I took a deep breath and was gathering my courage to open the door when I heard my name, once again.

"Since Katharina is such a Fae-lover, I wonder if she’s ever had a tryst with the Dark Fae. Maybe that’s why he was seen by her place.” Sniggers followed the nasty words.

As the shocked titters filtered through the door, I had enough.

With a hard jerk, I opened the door and stepped through the threshold. It was a sewing circle in the middle of Petra's main room, a bevy of women gathered for gossip and cloaking it with industry. I let my glare sweep the room as I took in the scene before me.

Gaping faces had turned at the sudden noise, and the varying stages of embarrassment and shame that I saw around the room might have mollified me had my heart not been so wounded at their callused words. Eventually, my eyes fell on the mortified face of Petra, and I took a deep breath. I just wanted to lick my wounds away from prying eyes and biting tongues.

"Anneliese is doing better. I'm going home."

At my voice, Ida stepped into the room from the direction of the kitchen. Where had my friend been when the odious women were implying their vile insinuations? I glared at her, not hiding the reproach that I could feel was written across my face.

"I can go with you..." She started softly, but I cut her off. I was in no mood for this verdak anymore.

"No, I think it's best if I go home alone. Wouldn’t want you to hang around a Fae-lover too long."

My anger rose again as I passed by the spiteful women. Fiach gripped my shoulder tightly with his claws, and I stroked his feathers gently in thanks.

But of course, fate was a bitch that’s never satisfied until everyone is as miserable as she is, and as I walk out of Petra's house my nose gets slammed into something hard.

Fiach flew off my shoulder with a squawk, and I glared up unto the face of Joachim, Petra's husband.

Perfect.

My indignation settles a bit as I watch the angry red slowly darken from his neck and travel up his face. I know he has an explosive temperament, but right now I couldn’t be bothered. A girl can only take so much in one day, after all.

"How dare you bring your filth into my house!" The words spew out of his mouth in a shower of spittle. "If I ever see you near me or my house again, not even that worthless lover of yours will be able to love what's left of you!"

Cold leached into my blood, and gingerbread filled my nostrils as his words echoed in my brain. It was people like this who darkened the world with their views and vile words. I raised myself to my full height and looked up at him.

"Had I not come to your house, Anneliese would be dead." I couldn't even enjoy the flicker of his eyes as I delivered my promise. "But I can assure you, I will never again darken the doors of this house, no matter how much you may beg me to. And believe me when I say, there will come a time when you will come calling for me, needing me." I leaned forward as I delivered my proclamation, feeling the truth of it in my bones as I let the clipped words drip from my mouth. "But I will not come."

Joachim’s eyes grew wide as I finished my curse and he crossed himself. I turned away from him, completely finished with his prejudice. Perhaps Waren was right. Perhaps I was wasting my magic and efforts on these bigoted villagers.

I marched back through the now silent woods and fumed.


CHAPTER THREE


Istormed through the edge of the forest, taking my anger out on the flora around me. The scent of gingerbread followed me strongly, but I couldn't find it in myself to care. I wasn't sure when my magic started leaking, but I was surprised it wasn't still exhausted from healing Anneliese. I mean, I was able to get a nap, but still... an exertion like that should take days to recover, not mere hours. I would know.

I shuddered and pushed away the memory.

Then I took a deep breath and stopped stomping, turning back behind me to view the destruction my furious steps had caused on the forest floor. I winced.

Yikes. I should have stopped sooner. A wave of shame swept over me as I looked at the consequences of my temper tantrum. The flora had done nothing against me, and yet I was treating it as cruelly as I had been treated.

I knelt down and righted a small mushroom I had just trampled. Fortunately the stem hadn't broken, only bent. I looked over the rest of the trampled fauna and let the sight sink in. Closing my eyes, I took in a deep breath and let the peace of the forest soothe the sharp angles of my anger, letting it seep out of me.

As I opened myself up to the magic of the forest, I started. It felt - off. I opened my eyes and really looked at the forest around me, looked for the birds that should be twittering up in the boughs of the trees. Looked for the gently swaying branches as the wind played through their leaves, listened for the sound of the insects as they danced their way through the forest. Yet, there was none of that. The forest was silent. Bereft of life.

There was a wrongness about the forest that was pressing into my skin. Now, it truly felt as the villagers always described it - foreboding.

And that foreboding feeling began to echo in my own heart.

Anger forgotten, I picked up my skirts and ran. Ran for my house, my safe haven, and Waren’s arms.

Fiach lifted from my shoulder at my mad dash and took off for the trees. I didn't waste my breath in saying goodbye as I dashed off. I knew he'd find me again.

My feet flew over the bumpy terrain, and I leapt over twisted roots and dodged reaching limbs, desperate to reach home. It felt like the forest itself was trying to keep me away, and my heart stung at the betrayal. Twice betrayed today. Tears filled my eyes, blurring my vision until they tracked down my face.

The sense of wrongness only grew stronger with each frantic pounding of my feet and my breath came in heaving gasps. I couldn't slow down to catch my breath, my panic riding me hard.

As I gulped down great lungfuls of air, I began to taste the smokey flavor of ash, and I looked above the trees to see billowing black smoke. The shock caused my feet to stumble, and I caught myself with effort.

That... That was in the direction of - of my house. Waren!

If I thought I was running fast before, terror gave me an extra boost of speed. The gossiping women's words came back to me as I pumped my arms for all I was worth. "The Dark Fae was seen not too far from the woods by Katharina’s place." 

"The very next morning is when Ebbe Bergman went missing.” 

“...ritual sacrifice…”

“It was the Dark Fae’s doing.”

The words clanged around in my head like a bell, the truth of them sinking into my soul.

No.

It couldn't be, I wouldn't let it.

I’d beat death once today, I had to do it again.

I burst through the clearing and to my house and stopped dead.

My house was no more.

There were no more gaily dancing flowers lining the front porch. There were no more gently fluttering curtains covering the windows. The proudly stacked logs that Waren and I gathered and fitted together were now pitted and black, falling over one another in disarray.

My eyes took in the smoking remains of what, for the last ten years, had been my home, and my feet felt aimless. Rudderless.

I slowly walked forward, seeking for something, anything, that had survived the fire. I dragged my unwilling feet closer, and the heat singed my cheeks. With one hand I pulled my clothes closer, avoiding the errant flames still sporadically flickering, unwilling to die out completely. The other hand plugged my nose, the acrid smell burning my nostrils. It made my stomach churn.

Nearing the front door, my feet stopped, refusing to go further. I peered at the dark lump in the doorway, brain trying to make sense of what my eyes were telling it.

No.

It couldn't be.

My gorge rose into my throat, and I dry heaved off the pathway, my stomach empty but still trying to purge my body of the sight. The convulsions shook my frame. As the dry heaves eased off, the sobs took their place. Great heaving sobs rose up from the depths of my soul.

There, in the doorway, was the blackened body of Waren. My lover, my confidant, my safe haven.

The pain radiating through my body was too great to contain. My tears filled my sight, yet the image was forever burned in my brain, forever etched in my soul.  I had just seen him, just kissed him. I cast back in my mind, trying to remember if I had told him I loved him before I left? Had my last words to him been spoken in irritation? I couldn't remember, and my outrage rose up higher, choking me.

I fell to the ground, headless of the heat searing my skin. Higher my wrath grew, clawing at my insides. I clutched my stomach as it ate at me, filling my mind with pain. Nothing but pain.

Upward, still further upward my fury  grew, pain and fury blending together in a maelstrom of rage until it burst out of me in a scream. Throwing my head back, I let my voice give sound to the pain encompassing me. The pain that was now defining me. I screamed until I had nothing left. No breath, no pain, no heat. 

Nothing but resolve.

For I knew, I knew to the very fiber of my being that he would pay. The one who killed my Waren would pay for the atrocity he had caused. And I would be the bearer of that retribution.

I vowed the Dark Fae would pay.


CHAPTER FOUR


The smooth surface settled me. I rubbed my thumb across it, the  cool contact sinking into my bones, reminding me. So smooth, and yet the edges so sharp, much like my emotions. 

Sharp. Jagged.

Like glass.

Shattered glass, the sharp edges cutting away at my ribs with every breath I take. It hurt to breathe. Hurt to move. Hurt to be. 

I rubbed the polished texture again and closed my eyes, trying to make the scene in front of me go away. To ignore the smells permeating my nose.

When I opened my eyes again, nothing had changed.

The ashes still surrounded me, the reek still coated the air. No one ever warns you about the smell of burning flesh, of burnt love and dreams. No one talks about it, because it’s too big, too terrible to speak of. 

Like a nightmare, it can only be born.

I clenched my fist around the crystal and wiped the last traces of ash from its sleek exterior, unable and unwilling to focus on the devastation around me. 

Instead, I remembered when Waren gave me the crystal in my hand, the one I pulled from his clenched, crisp hand. The one he brought home for me, an expression of acceptance of who I was and what I could do.

I felt the tears track through the soot on my face as I remembered the look on his face as he handed it to me, hesitant but hopeful, and the smile of amazement when I accepted it. Accepted him. 

We were so young then.

I treasured the memory, even more than the crystal I held. For the memory held a far greater power than the simple crystal could. I grabbed on to that power desperately, needing what strength it could lend me to get through the next little while. To do what I knew I needed to do.

With a deep, shuddering breath I picked myself up from the ground where I had fallen in my grief. I fisted my hands at my sides, drawing strength from the crystal sphere. My stumbling steps found the wheelbarrow, miraculously safe from char, and brought it to the front steps of the burnt bones of the house.

I’m not sure how long it took me, or how many times I heaved my already emptied guts on what used to be my front porch, but I finally managed to get what was left of Waren into the wheelbarrow and covered him with my cloak. I couldn’t do much for him anymore, but I could do that much, at least. I would offer him what dignity I could and a peaceful resting place.

I turned back toward the village with my macabre burden and began to walk. With each step I began to build a wall about my heart, stone by stone, brick by brick, until my emotions were firmly shored away. They were too much, too big for me to handle and take care of Waren. For that was now my only goal - to take care of Waren as he had taken care of me.

I don’t know how long it took me to arrive at the village with my burden, but by the strength of my will I finally managed it. Every muscle in my body ached, but I didn’t have the luxury of rest. 

Peace. Waren deserved to finally find peace, even if it was in death, and I would ensure he received it.

Pushing the wheelbarrow over the cobbled streets, I walked slowly, ensuring I wouldn’t dump my precious cargo. I pushed him all the way to the mayor’s house.

He wasn’t really the mayor, King Almains would never allow someone so far removed from his reach enough power to govern, even as a lowly mayor, yet Ademar assumed the role. It was him I needed to seek out.

I pushed my soot covered wheelbarrow past the blacksmith’s shop, the apothecary, the pub, and I could feel the stares adding to my weight as they followed me. I ignored them. 

Ademar was my only goal.

Finally, shoulders and back burning, I stopped in front of the mayor’s house. Gently settling the wheelbarrow down despite my over sore body, I walked to the door and banged.

The stares didn’t lessen, and I could feel them like a brand about my neck. 

Squaring my shoulders, the door opened to the sour face of Ademar’s steward.

“What have you got there?” The thin squawk slipped from the lips of the steward guarding the door.

I swallowed. “I’ve come to see Ademar. Can you tell him I need to speak with him?”

She sniffed. “He’s busy.”

“I must speak with him.” I hurried to add as she took another breath to refuse, “I’m not leaving until I talk to him.”

With a huff, she turned, leaving the door open behind her. I slipped in and closed the door behind me.

Standing in the room the steward impatiently waved me to, I glanced around at my surroundings. By village standards, it was opulent. Dainty doilies covered most flat surfaces, and the cushioned chairs were covered in cream fabric, very unpractical.

I waited in the middle of the room, so I didn’t get anything dirty.

Just as I was contemplating resting my feet and soiling the cream monstrosities, Ademar arrived with a flurry of - more cream.

“Ms. Katharina, it is most improper showing up unannounced.”

I clenched my fist. I hated asking Ademar for anything, but for Waren… I took a steadying breath. “I have come to request a burial spot in the village cemetery. I know it is customary for a male -”

“Why the sudden urgency, Ms. Katharina?”

My spine stiffened at the rudeness, but I pressed on. “I need to lay Waren to rest, Mayor Ademar.”

Ademar visibly started. “Waren? Your half Fae hex-blood?” He spat.

I saw red. “Waren was more of a man than you could ever hope to be, Ademar. Who was it that aided Bierhal when he lost his sheep to the rabid wolf pack? Who was it that stood beside Willems when the soldiers tried to wrongfully imprison him? Where were you at any point when the people of Burël needed you? Because Waren was always there!”

Ademar slowly changed colors throughout my tirade, and now he was a rather startling shade of purple. 

“You - you!”

“Look, all I’m asking for here is the plot of land that he is owed as a member of this town. Just tell me where I can lay his body to rest,” my voice cracked.

“You and your hexblood lover are not town members, and therefore are owed nothing by this town.” Ademar snarled, all traces of civility stripped from his face. 

I felt the floor sink from beneath my feet. Flashes of town events, town tragedies that Waren and I had been a part of, stood shoulder to shoulder together for, and yet now … My breath hitched, the knowledge that I had lost not one, but two homes, and now Waren - I didn’t know what to do. Ademar couldn’t - he just couldn’t!

“Oh, but I can. And I just did. Our business here is finished. Sahne will escort you to the door.”

The mayor’s steward stepped up and ushered me out the door, ignoring my mental breakdown.

I stumbled down the steps to my sad little wheelbarrow and tried to think of what I should do now. What I even could do.

How could Ademar refuse Waren his due?

Numbly, I began pushing the wheelbarrow, unaware of my destination. I only knew I must move, I had to find Waren a safe resting place.

I failed him before.

I couldn’t fail him again.


CHAPTER FIVE


Iventured further into the Black Forest, and it felt like the trees themselves mourned with me. The rough bark felt solid and comforting, and I could almost swear the tree shivered beneath my dirt covered fingertips. 

I could always count on nature. 

The last handful of moist loam slipped between my fingers as I finished covering Waren. It wasn’t a blessed cemetery, but… maybe, just maybe, I could bless this little plot of land with magic? It wasn’t the same, but I had an intriguing suspicion that… maybe it could work.

Bent fingers tentatively rested on the loosened soil, making shallow depressions as I reached inside until I felt my magic respond. Sluggish at first, I pulled harder until it flowed at a steady trickle. 

Magic coursing steadily, I directed it to the ground, willing it to infuse the small plot I had buried Waren. Encasing him, I willed my magic to ensure no further harm could befall him. 

I encouraged my magic to permeate the ground, and refused to give up until I was sure it was complete. Safe. My arms were shaking at the strain by the time I finished, and I sat back on my heels. 

There, that felt… right. I reached my hand out to hover above the mound of dirt, and could feel the residual tingle of magic. No one with ill intent could disturb this section of earth. I nodded to myself in satisfaction.

I couldn’t protect him while he was with me, but at least his final resting place was filled with peace. The wind teased through the boughs above, and I watched the dappled play of light as it danced across the dirt covered mound. 

Now what?

The thought echoed through my mind and the desolate future felt interminable. The distant future looked so bleak now, and I felt - aimless. Cast out of my home at sixteen and now homeless and burying my lover on the same day… My emotions from the day seemed to swell over me like a great tide, crashing over my head and overwhelming me. I sank to the ground and let them flow.

My heartache poured from my eyes, and I let it consecrate the ground further. As my tears mixed with the soil, my magic stirred, and I felt it rise as if my heightened emotions were calling to it. I let it. It felt fitting that I mark his passing by giving my magic free reign. The magic he loved and that ultimately brought us together. After all, it was because of magic that his Fae ancestors were hunted to near extinction. It was because of magic that he and I were able to meet. And it was because of magic that the people of Burël, and really all of Verlen, were not welcome. 

So I gave my magic free reign to swell and strengthen, to stretch out like I’d never allowed it before, not even as a child. 

As it continued to grow, the tears slowly dried upon my face, and I marveled at the vastness I felt within me, as if every nook and cranny I had was being filled to the brim, and leaving no room even for sorrow. 

I hiccuped, the feeling of power exhilarating, and raised my arms to see if the magic I felt so strongly was visible upon my skin. I gasped as a faint shimmer, like a second skin, seemed to eek out of my pores. 

My eyes raised to view the forest and laughter spilled from my lips as the glorious magic within the Dark Forest slipped out of hiding, as if it too felt the bond between us and welcomed me as kin. As it welcomed me home. 

No longer would I be subject to the muted whispers and the insults slung from behind hushed hands. No longer would I feel like a stranger without a true home. This - this wondrous wood which welcomed me as one if its own would be my new home. The place I could finally plant true roots. 

I laughed again, and the sound peeled out of me like a gong, bouncing from tree to tree. Reaching out to the nearest tree, I gazed at its breathtaking bark, unable to restrain from wrapping my arms around its circumference. Warmth from it transferred to me as if returning the hug, and I felt that warmth in my bones. Comforting me back as I basked in its welcome. 

Another gasp ripped out of me as the wind decided to join in, swirling around me and playing with the edges of my skirts as if it were a mischievous child. Laughing, I joined it, kicking up my feet and following along its path as we played together in joyful companionship. 

The wind teased me along the edges of a rippling brook, pushing me along its edges. It looked so peaceful and inviting, I wished to dip my toes into the calm water. The wind disagreed and tugged me back to the path, but I resisted, the pull of the water calling to me with gentle tones. 

I dipped my toes into the frigid water and startled, and reality crashed over my head. My magic was a maelstrom within me, taking over me, and I burned with the heat of it. I was hot - too hot! 

Frantically I tried to manage my magic, get it back under control before it burned me from the inside out. It resisted, unwilling to lessen its potency. My heart raced as the heat filled my veins, and my blood felt like it was boiling. I was going to burn!

“Get into the water!”

I obeyed the voice and dunked into the small brook, hoping it was enough to cool me down from the fevered heat. 

Like a fire, my magic winked out to a simple simmer, and I wrestled it back into submission as sweat poured down, mixing with the icy water. 

The wind, once inviting and playful, now felt malevolent and vengeful as it tore through my sodden clothes, and I shivered my way to the bank once more. I didn’t recognize where I was, and - it seemed at some point I had even lost my shoes. 

With a flutter of wings, Fiach landed on my shoulder and glared at me. 

“D-don’t g-give me that l-look. You have n-no idea what-t I’ve just b-been through. Where were you?” Even through shivering teeth my voice broke as the reality that I almost lost myself to my magic settled in. I was freezing cold and in no mood to deal with his judgment on top of everything else. 

“Yes I do, I’ve been following your idiotic ass since you first entered the Black Forest! Do you have any idea of the danger you just put yourself in?”

My jaw dropped to the ground, and I almost followed it. “You - you can t-talk?”

The - now talking - raven rolled his eyes at me. Rolled. His. Eyes. “Of course I can talk, all familiars can talk. Old news. I want to know how you managed to get filled with so much black magic! Why would you allow yourself to be swayed like that?”

I’m being judged by a talking raven. A talking raven who - “D-did you j-just call yourself a f-familiar?” If I ignored the black magic bit maybe I could convince myself that wasn’t what happened. 

“I thought you were smarter than this.” He ruffled his feathers, and I had the distinct feeling he was ruffling them at me. 

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Fiach,” I warned, “I am n-not in the m-mood. Exp-p-plain yourself.”

“Having me explain, as if she herself has nothing to explain at all,” he muttered, half under his breath. “Of course I can talk, I am your familiar. All familiars gain the ability to speak once they are chosen. This is old news.” 

He talked as if explaining to a child, and if I had feathers, they would definitely be ruffling at him. He peered at me, and seemed to come to the same conclusion, because he switched to a more teacherly vibe that - while annoying - wasn’t as grating. 

“Now that I have explained, what do you have to say for yourself?” He looked pointedly at my wet clothing and my shivering body. “Actually, let’s get you somewhere warm first, then you can explain.”

I nodded, more than down with this plan as I attempted to rub some warmth back into my arms. 

Looking around, nothing looked familiar. Exactly how far had I walked?

“H-how far t-to the v-v-village?”

“If you hurry, we can make it by nightfall. Follow me, I know a shortcut.”

Judging by the shadows, I had several hours of walking ahead of me. My entire body was one big, continuous shudder. 

At least walking would help me stay warm. I hoped. 
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Walking through a magical forest while wearing wet clothing is not something I would wish on my worst enemy. 

Well, maybe my worst. 

By the time the moon had risen, my clothes stopped dripping, but they never seemed to fully dry. The damp cloth chafed, and I had begun limping, my feet tender and sore from the sharp twigs and occasional rough ground. But sleeping in the moody forest wasn’t an option unless I wanted to freeze, so I kept walking. 

Fiach tried getting me to talk about the black magic, but I was firmly trying to forget about what just happened. My single syllable responses finally convinced him to stop talking about it, and in retaliation he stayed far enough ahead of me that conversation was impossible. Probably for the best, my mood was far from sweet.

Following Fiach as he flew from branch to branch, waiting for me to catch up before fluttering to the next one, I lost track of how far I had been walking. Instead, I used the time to attempt to figure out my next steps. I had zero desire to return to the burnt out husk that used to be my home, and all my belongings were ash. Living with Ida wasn’t an option, as she was a live-in nanny for Dahle, the shopkeeper. She lived in a tiny bedroom with barely any room to walk as part of her pay. Truthfully, I had no real desire to stay in Burël at all. Maybe it was time for a change of scenery, perhaps even moving to the seashore. I’d heard Mörben was a thriving port, mayhap I could earn my keep as a healer. At that thought, I remembered my crystal. Reaching into my pocket I rubbed the smooth stone and anguish rose up like a whirlwind, but I pushed it back. This crystal, for all its memories, would sell for enough to give me a fresh start, and really, that was a far greater purpose than allowing it to lay to waste. I knew Waren would approve. I sighed, it wasn’t a great plan, but it was the best my shivering head could come up with. 

But I still needed someplace to sleep for tonight. Maybe I could barter with Afflerbac for a room, she owed me a favor for healing her milk cow last month. 

By the time I finally neared Burël my body was in revolt. I needed a dry change of clothes, warm food, and sleep. In that order. I glanced over my attire and attempted to make myself look halfway presentable. I couldn’t do much about the torn and disheveled clothing, so I smoothed my hair and tried to rid myself of most of the dirt. Fiach scoffed, and I could tell my attempt was less than successful. 

Still. Best to put your best foot forward when throwing yourself at someone’s mercy. 

With a roll of his eyes, Fiach flew off into the Black Forest, leaving me safely at the edge of the village. I rolled my shoulders and cut between two buildings, too tired to stick to the main roads. I squinted at the pale moonlight, tired and irritated, and simply wanted to get to Afflerbac before it was too late for polite company.

“Going somewhere?”

My heart jumped as I glanced around for the owner of the oily voice. My gaze fell on Arne, and he was close enough I could smell his fermented breath. “I’m late to meet Afflerbac, excuse me.” I tried to scoot around him, but he moved in front of me. Most men, when they get drunk, get sloppy or unsteady. Not Arne - he get’s mean and laser focused. I’d always avoided him on instinct as he would come in from logging, and now I kicked myself for not paying better attention.

“Now, that’s just rude.” He braced his thick arm in front of me, blocking me against the brick wall. “I’m just wanting a bit of company, eh?”

“Sorry, maybe next time.” I moved to push past him, and he grabbed me roughly. “Get off!” I screamed.

A clammy hand covered my mouth, muffling my scream.

“Now, that’s no way to be neighborly, see? A dirty girl like you can’t be too proud to spend some time with Arne. I’ve got plans, you see. Plans that have been a long time coming.”

The grimy laugh that rolled out of him settled in my bones, making them feel brittle and weak. I struggled out of his grasp, but even drunk he was stronger than me. His other hand began fisting my skirt, raising it higher and higher, and my movements became more frantic.

I sobbed against his hand as I tried to strike back at him, but I was only able to land glancing blows at his side as I flung my fists back towards him. He snarled at my attempts, his fetid breath brushing my ears in mockery as his fingers gripped my bare thigh, then traveled up to where my thighs joined.

My stomach heaved as he grabbed me cruelly, and I tried to escape his plunging fingers, but he simply let go of my mouth and grabbed my wrist, wrapping my arm around myself so he had better leverage to hold me against him as his fingers continued their brutal groping. 

Surely someone could hear me screaming. Why was no one coming to help? 

“Now just hold still little girl, this won’t take long. I’ve waited a long time for you, I’m going to enjoy this.” 

His ruthless chuckle had me thrashing harder, and my mind began to separate from my body. It felt like I was floating above my body, watching the scene unfold instead of partaking in the evil scene. The scent of gingerbread filled my nostrils, and I heard the tinkling of his belt. 

Incongruously, my fingertips began to glow. I stilled, eyes focused on my hands, my mind trying to comprehend what I was seeing, and I felt my chest expand with power. Power continued to flow, filling my chest full to bursting, and I whimpered at the pain of it. Yet, I encouraged it more, my blood began to boil, yet still I encouraged it to fill. More. I needed more.

He would not get away with this.

I heard his pants hit the cobbled streets, and as his foul breath crossed my ear one more time, I simply let go.


CHAPTER SIX


Opening my eyes, I glanced around, shocked to see several pairs of eyes. I blinked. There, a few feet away, stood several villagers, all standing in various stages of shock.

I looked around, and was appalled at the sight before me. Where once there had been a small cobbled street between two buildings, now there was a single, bloodthirsty plant growing from the middle of Arne’s chest. It seemed to reach from the ground at his back and through his chest, blooming a blood red, spiky blossom.

Stunned, I looked at the devastation beyond Arne’s body, at the street now covered with ferns and mushrooms and moss. Bricks lay scattered among them as if a giant had come and knocked over the nearby walls, some beyond the end of the street.

The murmuring of the villagers became louder, and my ears picked up the words “magic” and “whore” before I shut them out. 

I didn’t have the mental space to focus on the rest of the villagers, my eyes kept dragging back to the macabre tableau before me. I’d never seen my magic do anything beyond healing and the occasional illusion, yet since the Black Forest it’s been - different. Almost sentient. 

I rubbed my chest absently, trying to rub away the ghost of the pain. I couldn’t find it in myself to be sorry for what happened to Arne. He deserved what he got. 

“Did she do this?”

“Witchcraft!”

“She should be imprisoned for this!”

The strengthening murmurs of the crowd began to invade my consciousness, and the overall tone made my skin prickle. Yet, had I not used magic, I shuddered to think what might have happened. Magic saved my life, and I doubt anyone here could honestly say the world wasn’t better without Arne in it. Magic, the very thing that has so far cursed my life with struggle and uncertainty, was there for me when everyone else simply shut their ears and ignored what was going on under their very noses. 

No. 

No, I would not allow them to dictate my story any longer. I stood, albeit on slightly shaky legs and brushed off my skirts. The eyes of every villager nearby focused solely on me. “You know the kind of man Arne is, you know what - almost happened here.” I swallowed the ugly word, not yet able to give voice to it. “It seems magic saved me when no one else would.” 

I let the weight of my words settle on the crowd. A perverse satisfaction filled me as I watched the cutting words land on their conscience. Good, I was done holding back.

“I have no desire to live in a place where wickedness like this is allowed to grow, and no one is willing to stand up to it. I will be leaving in the morning.”

I looked over the flora covering the streets and winced. There was no way that King Almains doesn’t hear about this exorbitant display of magic and come hunting for me, but I should at least be safe for the night. The weariness weighing down my bones wouldn’t allow for me to leave tonight, as much as I might wish to. But as the king lives several days' drive from Burël, that should give me ample time to relocate before he can catch up to me. I’d successfully avoided him for ten years, I’d like to keep on avoiding his attention if at all possible. 

But, that now left me with no immediate plan for the foreseeable future. I sought out Afflerbac’s eyes from the crowd, and was instantly dissuaded from begging a bed of her when I saw her disgusted expression as she surveyed my surroundings.

Not going to even try my luck.

Just as I was about to turn around and wander aimlessly for a bed, Mila, the village baker, motioned for me to follow her. Hesitantly, I walked around the corner after her, body tense and ready for the unexpected.

“I was just wondering… I hope you don’t think I’m rude for asking, but,” she stumbled over her words, “But I can hide you for the night, if you need someplace to sleep.”

I blinked. That was… not what I was expecting. “Is Marzell okay with this, too?”

She wrung her hands. “I - I haven't asked him. I don’t know that he would… but I can make sure he don’t see you!” She rushed to finish, and then hastened to add. “It’s not that I think you’re a bad person, mind, it’s just that, well, Marzell is… He’s…”

“I understand,” I assured her, reaching out to rub her arm. And, I did. It was easy to ignore and pretend that the men in this village weren’t sexist pigs when I was able to mostly avoid them by living on the outskirts, but maybe I had kept my head in the sand too much. 

Maybe I was just as much to blame for the current state of ignoring evil as I just blamed the villagers for. I hadn’t closed my ears to someone else's cry, but I haven’t been as vocal as I should be. I’ve kept quiet far too often, when I should have taken a stand. 

“I just couldn’t bear the thought of you with no place to sleep, what with your house burned down and all,” she added with a wince, interrupting my train of thought. “And you were so kind last summer when I was sick with the flu and couldn’t do nothing. I haven’t forgotten your kindness,” she added with a whisper. 

Touched, I nodded. “A bed tonight would be lovely.”

“Meet me behind my house in half an hour, then.”

Before I could say anything further, Mila turned and fled towards her house. Looks like I have a plan for the night at least. I’ll wait until tomorrow to decide the rest of my fate.

Flipping my hood over my head, I attempted to blend into the crowd, keeping my head down. I just had one last errand before I left.
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“Katharina, what in Perun’s name are you doing here?” Ida whispered furiously as I readied to throw another pebble at her window. I lowered my arm and she continued on without pause. “What if Dahle hears you?”

“I came to say goodbye.”

Ida pursed her lips and gave me a look that seemed to look right through me, then turned to throw her legs over the window. “Help me down.”

The window was only a few feet from the ground, but I dutifully reached out to help steady her. Her nightgown looked thin and flimsy as she rubbed her arms, but at least it wasn’t still damp, I thought ruefully. My own clothes were still decidedly damp and catching every little breeze. I’m not sure I could ever get fully warm, at this point.

“You leaving because of what happened in the square?”

Trust Ida to always get to the point. “I thought it wise, considering the amount of magic I’ve expelled.” I didn’t mention the magic I used in the woods, either. Either time. Probably shouldn’t even be thinking about that.

“Watch out for that Dark Fae fellow. He was seen again today out by your house. Well, your old house, I guess.”

My blood joined my bones as ice traveled through my veins at the mention of his name. Did he come to gloat over his recent kill? Did he, like so many others in the village, think my Waren ‘lesser than’ because of his heritage? My hands flexed, wishing he were near so I could show him the same mercy he extended to Waren. My magic rose to the surface of my skin, responding to my heightened emotions. The smell of gingerbread grew strong in the air, and I struggled to contain it, to not let it take over me once again. 

I couldn’t mess up - not again. 

Once I was fairly certain I was still in control, I looked up at Ida and noticed her studying me. The peculiar look in her eyes gave me pause. “What?” I barked. “You’ve seen me use my magic before.”

“Not like this, I haven’t.” She cocked her head, “Something’s different.”

“Yeah, well. You try having the day I just did and see if you are the same after.” 

“What’s changed?” 

I barely resisted rolling my eyes. Ida was like a dog with a bone, she wouldn’t let up until I gave in. “I think I let my magic go too far earlier. It’s… changed since then.” Honestly, it felt a little bit like relief to tell her about this, oddly enough. She’s one of the few people still in my life that I could talk to about my magic. Well, my only one now, I guess. Fiach wasn’t human, so he didn’t quite count. Plus, he’d hidden that he could talk - talk! - so he was in the bird house for a while. 

“You’re not going to turn evil on us now, are you?” Ida’s eyes grew wary, and she drew back half a step.

I started. “Why would you even think that? Of course not! That’s not who I am, Ida, you know that. You, more than anyone else, should know that!” I was screeching by the end.

Gingerbread again perfumed the air, and I stopped myself from saying more. I desperately wanted to give her the tongue lashing she deserved, but I was bone weary, and if truth be told, half afraid my magic would actually take over and do something I wasn’t comfortable with. Still, a little faith in me and my magic was warranted after all the good she’d seen me do with my magic. So instead, I simply turned on my heel and walked away without a backward glance. 

I didn’t owe this town another moment. 


CHAPTER SEVEN


The next morning Fiach flew to my shoulder as I walked down the main street that led out of Burël, carrying a small satchel of food and a canteen of water that Mila had thrust into my hands as I snuck out her back door. “We’re even now,” she had whispered. I suppose we were. 

I looked back over my shoulder at the village that had been my home. I had spent the better part of ten years here in Burël, and yet, if I were truly honest, I wasn’t as devastated to leave as I thought I would be. 

It was simply time to move on. Start with a clean slate. I had some small skill with healing, add to that my magic and the crystal I had saved, and I thought I should be able to start a new life. 

However, first thing’s first. 

“We need to have a talk.” I shot the bird at my shoulder a glare. “As my familiar, I think it’s only fair that we set some ground rules.” Fiach ruffled his feathers, but I pressed on. “I’m okay with you leaving when you need to, you deserve your privacy as much as I do, but I need to know where you’re going, and I need to have a way to connect with you when I need you.”

I’d thought about this for a while before my body was able to relax enough to sleep last night. Each time I could have used his support he was nowhere to be found, and I had no way to call him to let him know. 

“That is… acceptable.”

I stopped dead. I’d expected more resistance from the irascible raven. “Wait, really?”

“I am your familiar. You are my witch. So yes, I accept your terms. But I have some of my own.”

That sounded more like him. I arched a brow and continued walking. “And those conditions are…?”

“That you practice controlling your magic. I saw you in the Black Forest, Katharina, how you fed your magic on your emotions and it took over. I’m not sure you realize just how dangerous that is. As your familiar, it’s my duty to help you heal, but I can’t do that if your magic is holding the reins instead of you.”

“That is… acceptable,” I threw his words back at him.

“Preferably before you join more humans and put yourself and them at risk,” he pressed. 

I threw my hands up. “Fine! I can practice here, then.”

“Not in the middle of the road, foolish one! Do you want to be thrown in the King’s prison for openly using magic?”

“I’m not going back to Burël, not even for you,” I warned. 

He rolled his eyes. I swear, his eyes are going to get stuck in the back of his head one of these days. Was it bad that I half hoped they would? It would serve him right. “Practically no one enters the Black Forest. You can practice along the outskirts alongside the road for a bit, until the road curves towards Rennessen.”

Wordlessly, I turned towards the Black Forest, and I may have walked a little harder than absolutely necessary to jostle Fiach.

Maybe. 

I could already tell this was going to be a long trip. 
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“No, no, no! Not like that!” Fiach clacked for what felt like the thousandth time. 

“You do it then!”

It was nearing lunch time, and my stomach was viciously reminding me of that fact, which wasn’t helping my temper. Nor was the fact that my magic was currently acting unruly, which… was concerning. My magic shouldn’t be ‘acting’ at all. 

Yet, that’s exactly how I would describe it. I would tell it to mend a broken twig, and instead it would sprout. I would ask my magic to make a flower bloom, and instead it would grow thorns. And each time my magic didn’t obey me, Fiach would admonish me and point out that I’m not doing it right. 

I was about ready to throw a rock at the black hearted bird. 

I had just bent down to pick up a pebble to do just that, when I noticed the entire forest had hushed. Slowly I stood up and looked around, noticing Fiach doing the same. My fingers clutched the rock tighter, my body tensing in readiness for whatever was about to happen.

The woods looked as they had all morning, yet the birds and insects had gone silent, and there was a feeling in the air that I couldn’t quite place. 

Something - or someone - had entered the woods. 

There, between two trees, stepped out two men. I stiffened, no - two Fae males. Their pointed ears stood tall and proud, drawing the eye and almost - almost - distracting from the sharp, angular beauty of their features that was so common to their kind. My hand squeezed around the pebble I had picked up, knowing it was more likely to enrage the pair than it was an effective weapon. But it helped center me. It helped calm my mind so that I could think rationally.

I eyed them up and down. They were dressed as warriors with leather armor and swords strapped at their waist. They weren’t as stately as the King’s soldiers, yet they were lithe, and I had no doubt they were just as deadly. I met their eyes, and they were staring at me just as intently.

With a flutter of feathers, Fiach flew to my shoulder and perched there, digging his toes in just enough to reassure me he was there, but not enough to hurt. As irritated as he can make me, when it came down to it, I knew I could trust him. 

I rose to my tiptoes, ready to run if needed, and attempted to keep the movement unnoticed. 

The flicker of lefty’s eyes showed me I was unsuccessful, and I gritted my teeth. I reached for my magic, but it felt as volatile as it had all morning. I couldn’t trust it right now, and the feeling of bereavement was unexpected.

The moment stretched out awkwardly as both parties silently judged the other.

“That’s some long swords you got there, fellas. You know how to use them?”

Fiach side eyed me, but I ignored him. I didn’t have time for his attitude, I needed to focus.

Righty smirked. “Feisty female, I believe you are the one we’ve been hunting for.”

Well, verdak. 

I turned and ran. Fiach kept pace above me as I dodged through the trees. I could hear them racing after me, but I didn’t slow down to look. If I could just make it to the road I hoped I’d be safe - they couldn’t risk being seen. 

Of course, this far away from the larger cities, the chances of running across people on the road was significantly lower… But it was the best plan I could come up with. We were already a couple hours away from Burël.

Once I got to the road, I’d - Oof!

Dirt and leaves shoved up my nose as I crashed into the undergrowth, the heavy press of a Fae body keeping me down. I had a moment of panic as I tried - and failed - to move, but as soon as I began thrashing the weight lifted. 

“Easy there, little bloom, we’re not here to hurt you.”

I pushed him farther away and he let me. I was very aware that, had he not intended to move, I couldn’t have made him, but I wasn’t in a very congenial mood. 

I looked pointedly at the scrapes now adorning my arms, and he grinned, unrepentant. 

“Yes, well, in my defense, you weren’t slowing down, and we needed to talk to you.”

I glanced at Lefty, but he seemed content to let Righty do the talking. I probably should figure out these gentlemen’s - gentlefae’s? - names. But then again, Lefty and Righty worked for me at the moment. I mentally shrugged. 

“Okay, then talk. I have an appointment to keep.”

Lefty raised his eyebrow, but didn’t call out my obvious fib any farther. Which was fortunate, as I was feeling less than generous. 

“We have been - verdak!“ Fiach decided at that moment to swoop down and nail Righty on the crown of his head, bringing forth a shower of vicious curses. Lefty wisely took cover under a nearby bush, and both Fae looked around wildly for the delightful raven. 

I couldn’t resist a wide smile. He was so getting a nice, fat worm!

They spoke amongst one another too low for me to hear, still ducking underneath the bushes, and turned back towards me, decidedly less chummy. 

“That is your familiar, no?” Lefty spoke up. 

I stiffened, instantly worried about where this conversation was going. “My familiar? No, I’m not particularly familiar with most birds.” Deny and deflect. 

Righty’s eyebrows twitched. “We’re not planning on turning you over to the king’s soldiers.” He motioned towards his pointed ears. “Wouldn’t do us much good, even if we did. We’ve been searching for the magic user that’s been in the woods the past few days. The echoes of their power reached us, and we were … curious.”

Echoes of my magic reached them where? How far did I, or my magic, travel? The questions bounced around in my head like a bee after his honey had been robbed. “Why curious?”

“Echoes rarely are able to travel far, unless the wielder is very powerful,” Lefty supplied, subtly peeking at the sky occasionally. “We came to offer the magic user sanctuary.”

Well that got my attention. “Sanctuary? From what?”

Righty looked straight at me, and I barely resisted a shiver in response to what I saw in his dark depth. This man - Fae - was more than meets the eye. “From the King. From death. From a life of hiding.”

Fiach landed on my shoulder, and the weight of him settled my spinning thoughts. Sanctuary. The word resounded in my head, and my entire being longed for it. For belonging. For home. 

I looked over at the two Fae, and contemplated my choices. My fate. 

“What are your names?” If I decided to go with them, I would need to know, I reasoned with myself. Plus, Righty was currently on the left, and Lefty was currently on the right, and I was getting very confused who was who. Or - was Righty still on the right…? I shook my head. I was making my brain hurt. 

Righty spoke up, “I am Matteo, and this is Arend.”

“Katharina,” I intelligently pointed to myself. “How do I know this isn’t some trick?”

“How do we know you won’t turn on us?” Matteo countered with a shrug. “I’m willing to trust you if you’re willing to trust me.”

I turned to Fiach. “What do you think? Should we trust them?”

Caw! Caw!

I was going to murder my own familiar. 


CHAPTER EIGHT


Come to find out, saying you trust someone, and actually doing it, are two completely different things. As I followed Matteo to the supposed Sanctuary, I could feel Arend’s eyes on the back of my head like a brand. 

It was unsettling. 

I tried making small talk, but it was an endeavor in futility. I couldn’t hear Matteo unless he turned around and faced me, which he could only do if we stopped walking because apparently even Fae males can’t multitask, and Arend didn’t care to talk. 

Fiach was still refusing to talk, and besides, I was still ignoring him for pretending he’s a normal crow and not my familiar. I can be petty too. 

Which left me to my own thoughts. Anxious and exhausted, it didn’t take long for my thoughts to turn down a negative path, and I could feel my magic acting restless. Breathing deeply, or as deeply as I could while following two very fit Fae with long legs, I attempted to sooth my magic, but it continued to percolate, the smell of gingerbread unnaturally filling the air and obviously making the two Fae nervous.  

Matteo lightly rested his hand on his sword, and I caught Fiach side eyeing me, which just made me feel more uneasy, and my magic roiled all the more. 

Finally, I had enough. 

“Stop, just stop!” I panted and bent over to rest my hands on my knees. I gulped and forged ahead, “I - I don’t know how to make it stop, okay? I’m sorry. It's not on purpose, I swear.” 

The Fae shared a loaded glance, and Arend turned to me suspiciously. Half of me didn’t mind. The other half - well. The other half very much minded. I wondered if they’d ever struggled with rogue magic?

“Perhaps we should take the short cut?” Matteo suggested to Arend, and I could have cried for happiness. 

“Yes! I vote yes. Why didn’t you mention this before?”

I was getting very tired of loaded looks. Even Fiach ruffled at that one. 

“No. That is not an option. You know the rules!” 

“Arend, don’t be such a stick in the mud. My feet can’t keep walking much farther, and I’m not sure what my magic is planning on doing, but it most definitely is planning.”

Matteo gave me an unreadable look, then turned to Arend. “I’m inclined to agree. Look at her. We should get to Tresilben quickly. Aldric will know what to do.”

If looks could murder… I shuddered at the withering look Arend sent his way. Arend was definitely the grumpy Fae. 

“Fine.”

Then the two Fae reached for each other's hands, and I gaped, transfixed. 

Between their clasped hands was a faint glow that began to grow, slowly at first, then ever quickening until it seemed a large glass or transparent mirror stood in the middle of the forest. Sweat beaded on Matteo’s lip, and the men’s hands began to shake before releasing suddenly. 

The shimmering wall remained. 

“Caw!” The surprised sound squeaked out of Fiach, and we shared a surprised glance. 

“What… what is this?” I’d never seen magic this blatant, and I was transfixed. How much power would something like this require? And how was it… visible? I could see the results of my magic as it healed flesh and earth, I could feel it ebb and flow within me, but to see it in the flesh? I’m not ashamed to say I gawked like a teenager.  

“It’s a means to an end. Now let’s end it.” Before I could process what he was doing, Arend grabbed my hand and pulled me through the magic wall. 

“How dare -“ My furious splutter died out like a fire doused by a bucket of cold water - swiftly and completely. I looked around me in awe. This was… no longer the Black Forest. Or, if it was, it was no part I had ever seen or heard of. 

There was a village in front of me now, or at least, what I assumed was a village. Yet, there were no houses built of brick or stone, no buildings from hewn logs, instead, it was as if the very trees were coaxed from sprouts to grow in such a way to provide homes and buildings. It was the most extravagant yet natural creation I had ever seen. Fae men, women, and even children were going about their business among the structures. I wanted to see everything. 

I wondered how they’d managed to keep hidden from the king?

Just as I began to step forward for a closer look, I realized I was still holding hands with the surly Arend, who held me fast. 

“I will bring Aldric here.” Matteo threw over his shoulder as he sprinted in the direction of the Fae village, and I realized just how foolish my running from them had been. Matteo didn’t just run - he seemed to move like the wind, as at home in the forest as the wind, and as fast. 

I would never have been able to outrun them. 

“Don’t go wandering off,” Arend admonished with a squeeze of my fingers. “You don’t know what creatures wander the forest looking for a delicate morsel like yourself.”

There were so many insulting points in that sentence I truly didn’t know where to start. So, I ignored him completely. 

Turning away from him, I got exactly a step and a half away from him before my arm pulled tight, Arend gripping firmly and not letting me go. Fiach, beautiful bird that he is, flew from my shoulder towards Arend, who quickly let my hand go as he tried to escape Fiach’s sharp beak. 

I could have kissed my familiar. 

Just as I was contemplating the logistics of kissing an often grumpy crow who was more than likely an unwilling participant, Matteo showed up and an older gentlema- gentle-Fae-male? I scrunched my nose. That doesn’t have the same ring - I needed to think of a different term. Human terms just… didn’t seem to fit the stately Fae. 

“Ah, Katharina. So you are this mysterious magic wielder we’ve been feeling? I’m so glad you’ve decided to visit us. We’ve been - most curious about your magic.”

My manners took over and I curtseyed. It seemed the right thing to do, he was just so, so… elegant. “Hello, sir. Thank you for having me.” I cringed inwardly. 

“Matteo has told me briefly of your meeting, but I am most curious to hear more about your magic. Would you be willing to talk to myself and the Fae council about it? We’ve not seen a human with magic in many years.”

Surely there are other humans with magic, I can’t be the only one, right? Although, King Almains has been rather aggressive about eradicating magic lately…

But still. As nice as this Aldric seems, I was a woman alone with no future. I needed to keep that at the forefront of my mind. 

“What do you say to a trade of sorts?”

Aldric cocked his head, and the corner of Matteo’s lips tilted up in amusement. “What sort of trade are you thinking? We don’t have much in the way of goods.” He motioned to the modest village behind him. 

“Knowledge,” my words came out clear and strong, and I could tell that the Fae around me approved. “I would like to learn more about my magic, and how to - control it.”

“I think that can easily be arranged.” Aldric smiled warmly and his eyes twinkled. “Knowledge for knowledge, that is a rich trade indeed, Mistress Katharina.”

“Just Katharina, please.”

“Very well, Katharina, if knowledge is your price, then Ruhan would be the best Fae for the job. I can extend a place to stay for the duration of our exchange, if you would allow it?”

A purpose and a place to stay. My future was definitely beginning to look brighter already. A weight I hadn’t even realized was weighing on my heart eased slightly. I rubbed at it, the sensation disconcerting. “Thank you, I would appreciate it.”

Aldric didn’t lead me to the village, much to my dismay. I was very keen to have a closer look, but he explained there was no room for me and had wanted to respect my privacy. So I followed him some distance from the village to a charming little cottage surrounded by welcoming trees. 

I reached out a hand to caress several of the trees as I passed, and I could have sworn they sent me feelings of acceptance through the light contact. I had always felt at home in the forest, and the feelings only seemed to grow stronger the longer I stayed. 

I sent out small tendrils of magic back into the trees, and surprisingly my magic complied. Maybe the Fae council would have an answer as to why my magic was - acting out, for lack of a better term. 

As we arrived at the little house, I couldn’t help but be drawn to it. It wasn’t like the buildings in the village, where they seemed to grow from the trees themselves, but rather it felt like the trees had grown around it. Like it had always been a part of this forest. 

Moss and ivy covered most of its walls, it looked almost as if the walls were made of logs the trees had donated. It should have looked neglected and dilapidated, yet it wasn’t. It stood proud and tall and strong, and I loved it already. 

“This house will be yours for the duration of our agreement. Please make yourself at home. I will send Ruhan to escort you to the council after you’ve had some time to wash up.”

I thanked Aldric as he left me to my own devices then explored the little house. Inside was small, just big enough for one person to comfortably live in, which suited me just fine. There was a simple bed, a tiny kitchen area, a rocking chair, and a washing table beside a small tub.  

Simple, yet oddly perfect. 

I opened the window to allow Fiach freedom to go in and out as I went about getting ready. I had just finished freshening up when a knock sounded on my door. I had become oddly territorial in the short time I had been here and already considered this house to be mine. I might have to talk with Aldric to see how I might go about purchasing this place. 

I smoothed my hair down and went to open the door. A dark haired Fae stood at my doorstep, and I couldn’t stop gaping at the gorgeous man before me. 

No man or Fae should be allowed to be this good looking. 

He straddled the line between pretty and rugged, and I simply wanted to stare at him for a month non-stop. Was that weird? Most definitely. But that’s exactly what I wanted to do, though definitely not all that I wanted to do. 

The flutters this man provoked were intense, and my magic stirred in my chest and seemed to almost pull me towards him. I finally was able to tear my eyes from his too-perfect face down to his strong, broad shoulders and his - was that a Morgenstern on his back?

My heart froze as I realized who he was, this Ruhan. This beautiful blackguard with the traitorous face and the deadly weapon. 

The Dark Fae had found me. 


CHAPTER NINE


Ipressed my back against the door I had just slammed in the Dark Fae’s face, and all the air escaped my lungs in a whoosh. I couldn’t hear any movement outside. Resting my hand over my racing heart, I glanced around the room for something I could use as a weapon and tried to plot my next move. In the far corner was the water pi-

“You do realize you left the window open, right?” A deep voice rumbled to my left, and I spun towards the sound, a squeak that’s never before escaped my lips slipping out.

“Don’t come any closer!” I warned, running for the water pitcher and raising it over my head. I reached for my magic, holding it at the ready even as it roiled in rebellion. I gritted my teeth and ignored it, instead staring down the Dark Fae. I couldn’t let him know I was struggling with my magic.

He simply stood in the window and sneered at me. “A water pitcher? What do you think a water pitcher could protect you from?”

“Come any closer and I will smash it over your head!” I shook it threateningly and refused to back down. This - this - murderer had killed my Waren. Anger filled the edges of my vision as adrenaline fueled my body, lending it strength in case it was needed. I wasn’t going to allow him to get away with what he’d done.

He cocked his head as he watched me threaten him, nonplussed.

Just as I was contemplating throwing this damn pitcher at him on general principle, the scent of ozone wafted under my nose, and I barely resisted the urge to sneeze at the smell. What could have - splash!

Ruhan’s magic split open the pitcher I was holding above my head, all the water that was in it now covering me like a second skin. I stared at the broken pieces lingering in my hands. I realized I had never seen another person perform magic so brazenly before. I looked into the dark, sullen eyes of the Dark Fae, and a frozen hand seemed to wrap around my spine. What sort of power did he possess?

Dark laughter pebbled my chilled skin, and the sound enraged my magic. I threw the pitcher pieces as hard as I could at his head.

The bastard didn’t even flinch as his magic caught the shards in mid air, leaving them to flaunt in the air between us. 

My magic roiled harder in response, and I frantically clutched at it, trying to keep it under some semblance of control as I could feel it pressing against my skin, desperate to come out. It was overwhelming.

“Anything else you’d like to throw my way? Yourself, perhaps? I admit I do enjoy the taste of a fair maiden,” he mocked, grinning lasciviously.

My magic snapped free of my control and rushed at the Dark Fae. 

With a muffled curse, he flung his arms up to block the onslaught, and our magic collided. My breath left me at the force of it, and giving in to the urge, I pushed my magic harder still. Our magic’s mixed and mingled as we fought one another, intent on harming the other. The air turned humid, and the scent of gingerbread and ozone mixed into a heady smell that calmed my magic enough that I was able to wrest control back.

I grabbed ahold of my magic and coaxed it into a weapon that could hurt the Dark Fae. Begrudgingly, it seemed to finally comply, and I hurled it at him with as much force as I could muster. 

The house shook.

I opened my eyes, unsure when I closed them, to see the Dark Fae still standing there, clothes smoking slightly. How was he able to still be standing after being hit with that amount of power? I wasn’t sure I had ever been able to summon magic that powerful. 

We stared at each other for a few moments longer, panting, before he casually turned around and began walking off.

“I’ll tell the council you’re indisposed until tomorrow,” he threw over his shoulder. “Don’t get lost - there are creatures here with an iron stomach - enough to eat even you.”

What. An. Asshole! 

My anger overrode my fear long enough for me to shout after him, “At least being eaten by a forest creature is an honest death! I’d rather one of them kill me than your famed Morgenstern!”

“Be grateful I never came after you,” he threw over his shoulder, not even pausing his footsteps.

I listened as he walked off, holding my breath until he was out of earshot. That was too close. I couldn’t best him with magic, especially with my magic still acting up, so I would just have to be smarter.

Reaching into my pocket, my hidden crystal warmed in my hand, reminding me I had options. If I could somehow capture the Dark Fae, would that be enough to earn the King’s favor? My heart warmed to the thought.

Maybe, just maybe, it would earn enough favor for him to allow me to see my Mutti again.

I sagged against the door and looked out at the sunset. I didn’t think I’d be getting much sleep tonight.
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As the first rays of sunrise began to kiss the window frame, I crouched steady, prepared. No way was I going to let that evil hearted monster get the best of me again. 

“How has your magic felt, today?” Fiach whispered. Or rather, asked as quietly as a raven can. 

“Shush!” I flicked his feathers in a reminder to not divert my focus.

He ruffled his feathers, but remained quiet.

Too quiet.

I squinted my eyes at him, and he gazed back at me innocently. I silently dared him, and he reached out to snap my poor little nose with his beak. My eyes watered as I rubbed the offended appendage. No wonder the Fae yesterday had reacted so strongly to Fiach dive bombing them. That hurt!

Before our small squabble could devolve further, we both perked up at the sound of footsteps. In sync, Fiach and I got back into our positions and settled down.

I wouldn’t let the Dark Fae catch me unawares this time.

The crunching of leaves underfoot slowly grew louder, and I struggled to not let my impatience get the best of me. Breathing deeply, I let the feel of the wood in my hands center me, calming my nerves. 

Finally, the footsteps were at my door. 

“Yeeeeeaaaaaaaaaaaaawww!”

I swung with all my might and felt the wood connect with flesh. I got him! My euphoria bore me up, and my elation knew no bounds. How many of the King’s soldiers had tried to best the Dark Fae, yet it was I that had finally succeeded!

“What the verdak were you thinking?” Arend roared at me.

I looked down at my prize and horror froze me in its cold grip. That - that wasn’t the Dark Fae I had just taken down.

“Matteo! I’m so sorry! Are you okay?” Frantically, I bent down to determine the severity of his injury.

“Of course he’s not okay! You just tried to bash his skull in!”

“I’m so sorry! I thought he - you - I thought the Dark Fae was coming.”

Arend glared at me, peeved. “Ruhan? What’s he ever done to you?”

I waved him off and again asked Matteo if he was okay.

He mumbled something unintelligently, and my conscience twinged.

As his eyes struggled to focus, I reached for my magic, begging it to work with me right now. It was sluggish to respond, but I kept pulling, coaxing. My magic continued to resist, growing sharper, and I worried I might do more harm than good. I huffed in frustration. This wasn’t working!

Arend growled and pushed me out of the way. His own magic responded obediently, and I could only watch helplessly. A few moments more, and Matteo finally began to stir. “Don’t try to sit up too soon.” Arend warned.

“I’m so sorry, Matteo! I didn’t know it was you.”

“Maybe give him a moment to catch his breath before you begin pestering him,” Arend grumped.

Guiltily, I sat back and gave both males some space. I couldn’t tear my eyes from the trail of blood down the side of Matteo’s face where my tree branch had connected with his temple. I had done that. Had he been human, I’m not sure he would have survived the blow. I winced, even if my magic didn’t currently have an attitude, I wasn’t sure it would have been enough to save him. Gratefully, I glanced at Arend as he tended to his friend.

I had been prepared to take a life. The realization sank like a  weight on my chest. That wasn’t who I was; that wasn’t who I wanted to be. I was a human graced with healing magic. I was supposed to heal, not destroy. That was my purpose.

How had I sunk so far?

Numbly I sat back as I contemplated the past few days, absentmindedly brushing Fiach’s feathers. My Mutti had always said that our circumstances may shape us, but it was our choices that truly define us. If she were here now, I doubt she’d be very proud of my actions as of late.

Yet, I also couldn’t shake the desire, the need for revenge. Waren deserved as much, didn’t he?

Oblivious to my inner turmoil, Matteo finally got to his feet. Rubbing his head he turned to me. “Where did you learn to hit like that?”

Did - did he sound amused? I almost just killed him, and he’s acting like we’ve just had a lovely forest picnic. “I-I would be by myself most of the day, so I learned to chop wood and do all the chores around the house.” I shrugged, still flustered, and accidentally unseating Fiach. I sent him a silent apology, which he ignored, instead flying to sit on the windowsill.

Still rubbing his head, his face turned contemplative. “Did you-“ he shook his head, “Nevermind. Aldric sent us to bring you to the council meeting. Ruhan said something about you preferring us to get you? I think I’m starting to see why,” he smirked.

“Ruhan is the best of us. Why do you have a problem with him?” Arend interjected. 

I straightened my shoulders. Against all odds, I actually liked Matteo, and grumpy and terse as Arend was, I even liked him too. I didn’t want to insult them, but if they respected this Ruhan as they called him, then that was something we could never agree on. “He has a lot to pay for,” is all I ended up saying.

Both male’s eyebrows shot up. 

“If it’s because of Ruhan’s reputation-”

“You said Aldric wanted me to go to the council meeting?” 

Matteo signed, and Arend rolled his eyes. Arend turned around and began walking in the direction of the village, Matteo and I following along.

Subject closed.


CHAPTER TEN


The Fae council meeting was not what I would have expected. We were sitting cross legged under a giant willow tree in the Fae village. The villagers were going about their business all around me, and I will admit I was struggling to focus on the council members. I was fascinated by the Fae and their constant use of magic in their every day actions. The air, too, was filled with a riot of smells as the scent of everyone’s magic wafted through the forest. 

I watched as one young girl used her magic as she tended to her garden, pausing as she sniffed a bloom, then coaxing another bud to blossom. I smiled with her, her joy infectious. My eyes wandered over villager after villager as I studied their movements, watching them use magic as casually as one would breathe, and realized there were but a handful of children. Idly, I wondered where the rest were as I watched a young man use magic to coax a wave of water up from a well and into his bucket. 

“Katharina?”

“Sorry?” I whipped my head around as Aldric called my name to find the entire Fae council looking my way. Heat crept up my cheek as I tried to ignore my embarrassment. “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?”

Aldric smiled. “We were just speaking of magic. Did you have any questions for us about the subject?”

Did I ever. “I think it would be best to start with the very fundamentals. I’m afraid I don’t know much about it.”

Another council member tilted his head. It was hard to tell age amongst the Fae, but he seemed to be one of the youngest Fae here, and the only council member with a beard. “Do you not have magic of your own?”

“I do, but,” I shifted awkwardly. “I wasn’t raised around others with magic, and have had to keep it hidden my whole life. Everything I’ve learned about it I’ve taught myself.”

A muttering rumble rolled through the council. My skin pebbled at the sound, unsure what to make of it.

“You mean to say you are untrained, yet we could feel the echoes of your power even here?” This came from the Fae to the left of Aldric, a Fae male with a surprisingly large nose for a Fae. 

“Um, yes?” Why were they all looking at me like that?

Aldric cleared his throat. “It has been a long time since we have heard of a human with magic, and even then most have minimal power. Witches, and even Fae, with greater power like yours often struggle to access and channel their power, and without significant training and meditation it can harm the Fae or witch who wields it. That you are able to do so is a great credit to yourself.”

“Thank you,” I nodded my head to him. “Is - is that what human magic wielders are actually called? I thought “witch” was an insult?”

“An insult?” One of the two Fae women named Ottilia spoke up, a brash woman with short spiky hair that I secretly wanted to touch to find out if it really was as sharp as it looked.  “Why would that be an insult?”

The oldest looking Fae shushed the loud female and turned back to me. I’d never before seen a Fae with gray hair, and as I looked closer I thought it looked more like silver than the dull gray I was accustomed to seeing in Burël. “Child, do you know the history of magic?”

I nodded. “There were two people groups, each with their own gifts. The humans were gifted with strength and fertility and the Fae with grace and magic. But over the generations the two groups intertwined somewhat, and their children often had a mixture of the gifts given to the two people. But not everyone was happy about this, and eventually it led to civil war and the banishment of the Fae from Velen and they were run out of the country.”

Aldric shook his head. “No, that is what your King wants you to believe. The truth is far more complex.”

I shouldn’t be shocked, but somehow I am. I could definitely believe the King to be arrogant enough to want to change history. “What is the truth, then?”

Aldric turned to the eldest Fae, “Warinot, would you be so kind?”

A humming seemed to fill the space under the tree, and everyone sat up straighter as Warinot cleared his throat. “The Fae were indeed blessed with grace and magic, and the humans were indeed blessed with strength and fertility, that much is true. However, the Fae had been living in this land for as far back as our records go, yet we were a dying race. Children are rare among my people, but then they were rarer still. We were the patron people of Lada, the goddess of grace and beauty, and she saw the distress of our ancestors and had grace. She brought to us the human race, intending us to strengthen each other, and for a short time, it worked. Yet, the humans were unsatisfied with their newfound magic and desired more. Their jealousy grew to such heights that civil war indeed broke out, and we were persecuted and forced from our home. We sought sanctuary here in Tresilben and have been living in hiding from the King’s line since.”

“That’s… a lot. So we were originally brought here to save the Fae, but instead we took over?” I knew how much some humans hated the Fae, and now, having heard this story, I wondered if some of the Fae hated us in return.

“No, Lada brought humans here so we could help save each other. Humans are fertile, but brash and easily killed. Fae were not fertile, but we are hardy and long lived. Her goal was that together we could find a balance.”

“I see.”

Aldric piped up, “There are some among us who have allowed bitterness to take up residence in their heart, but most are content to live their lives strengthening their connection to nature and their magic. It is a simple but fulfilling life.”

“Having heard our tale,” the quieter Fae female spoke up, and I turned to her, intrigued, “are you ready to tell us about your magic and how it came to be?”

I exhaled deeply. My turn. “I was told I got my magic from my father, but he was killed when I was just an infant. My-my Mutti loved him deeply and speaking of him just made her miss him more, so I didn’t ask her much about him. I’m not sure she ever really got over his death. Mutti and I lived in the castle until I was 16, and I was banished from Rennessen for using magic. I found my way to Burël and settled there until recently.”

“You lived in the castle?” Aldric asked, shocked.

“It was tough keeping my magic hidden,” I nodded. “I remember I used to sneak out into the courtyard at night when everyone was sleeping to let out some of my magic when it got too painful to keep in, but then I discovered that I could heal people, most of the time without their knowing, and that helped to manage it better.”

“You mean to say,” Ottilia said, “that you learned to heal on your own? Without training?”

“Well, I was friends with the King’s healer, and he would teach me about his craft. Then one day a friend of mine got hurt, and - well. My magic just seemed to know what to do,” I shrugged. I remembered that day vividly, the fear I felt just as poignant now as it was then. 

“Magic doesn’t have agency.” That came from the youngest council member, and I bristled at the dismissal in his tone.

“What Lothur means to say,” Aldric cut in with a glare at Lothur, “is that magic is a part of us. It is not an independent spirit.”

What did that say about me? “Mine seems to have a mind of its own,” I offered. The Fae council had so far held up their end of the bargain, and I needed to get to the bottom of my magic acting up. 

“Could you explain?” 

I took a deep breath. “Lately, when I use my magic, it - doesn’t do what I intend. Sometimes, it even feels like it rebels…” My voice trailed off as the shocked faces around me registered. 

“That is… concerning. I will speak with Ruhan about that, maybe he can help identify the source of your magic’s malady.”

“You mean the Dark Fae?” No way was I going to allow him access to my magic. 

“He is the most knowledgeable and advanced in magic,” Aldric explained indulgently. 

I just crossed my arms and raised my eyebrow. We’ll see about that. 

“Until then, could you give us a demonstration of your magic?” The big nosed Fae, I think his name was Zarlec, leaned forward as he asked. 

Hesitantly, I stood up, brushing my hands off on my clothes as I did. Aldric nodded encouragement to me, and I took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. 

Reaching out to grab a nearby willow branch, I begged my magic to comply, for once. Breathing deeply, I closed my eyes and reached for my magic, feeling it’s irritation. I ignored it and pushed, trying to force it into submission, to obey me. I bit back a growl as it resisted. 

With a heaving shove, I demanded it respond, and it gave in suddenly, rushing into the branch I was holding. 

With a yelp, I let go of the willow branch now covered in thorns, a few splinters still stuck in my hand. I sucked them out as Warinot slowly stood and looked at what my magic had done. 

“You are no longer in harmony with your magic.”

I barely resisted rolling my eyes. What is it about older men of any race that they like to state the obvious? “Can you help me fix it?”

The silver haired Fae shook his head, and my heart sank. “The only one who can help untangle this magic’s ailment is Ruhan. If he cannot help you, I’m afraid no one can.”

Well, verdak. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN


The Fae approach to food was unlike anything I had ever seen. 

They seemed to think of food as if it were art, and the skill and decadence they exhibited enthralled me. The women bustled about as if they were in a dance, and everyone knew their steps and never got in each other's way or lost the rhythm. I couldn’t get enough of it as I watched from the sidelines munching a delicious pastry that seemed to melt in my mouth.

My rumbling stomach had brought the council meeting to a close until after lunch, much to my embarrassment and the Fae’s amusement, and I was deposited on a bench nearby with strict orders not to get up until I had finished my snack.

So, naturally, I ate it as slowly as possible so I could satisfy my curiosity and watch the Fae villagers.

I was fascinated at the differences between the humans I was used to and the Fae. In Burël, food was a necessary routine. We cooked and ate individually, but no one took pride in creating delicious and beautiful dishes. It was just another chore that had to be done. In the castle I had occasionally helped my Mutti as she prepared extravagant dishes for the king and his guests, but even those dishes didn’t compare to the artistry of the dishes before me now. 

And yet, though there were differences aplenty, there were many similarities, too. I smiled as I listened to the stream of gossip that swirled around me. Women, no matter their race, were brought together by both food and gossip. 

My eyes found the men, some huddled around the fire, some chopping wood, some doing the odd chore here and there as they waited nearby for the food to be done. I let the warmth of their laughter and teasing sink in, feeling more at home here in the forest with the Fae than I had ever felt - save with my Mutti. 

A pang of homesickness washed over me, and I hunched slightly at the suddenness of it. Something about the peacefulness here made me miss my Mutti like I hadn’t since I was first banished from her side. I sent a quick prayer to Domovik for her safety, and wondered what she was doing at this moment. Maybe she too was making food, preparing to eat. I could only hope. 

“Come, Katharina! You’ve been nursing that pastry long enough, and I could use an extra hand!” Guiltily I stuffed the last bite into my mouth as I stood up to help the Fae woman, who I think was called Helmine. 

“Here, you stir this. Don’t let the bottom burn! We’re just about ready to eat.” The maternal woman handed me a long handled spoon as it stuck out of a large pot over the fire. Having a job, even one as menial as making sure the food doesn't burn, gave me a purpose I didn’t realize I’d missed.

As I dutifully stirred, a timid young woman leaned towards me. “I heard that you used to live in the King’s castle - is that true?”

I started, surprised that someone would ask about my time in the castle when I had just been thinking of it, too. “Yes, it’s true. My Mutti was a cook in the kitchens, and I used to get underfoot there, too.” I chuckled lightly.

A smattering of chuckles from the ladies surrounded me, and I noticed most of the women looking towards me, intrigued. 

I continued, “I remember one time I was pestering my Mutti so bad that the head cook kicked both my Mutti and me out of the kitchen and asked us to get some ingredients from the marketplace. Anything, really, just so that they could get some peace from me.”

The chuckles grew louder, and one woman piped up from the left, “I bet she was thankful for the escape, too. Standing around the fire can be hot work!”

“She probably was,” I smiled, warming to the memory.

“What was the market like?”

“Well,” I thought back to when life was simpler. “I remember the market was filled with all these exotic smells - kinda like here with all the magic in the air, but different. There were the market hawkers shouting about their wares, trying to convince you to buy all these unique items, and the soldiers with their shiney suits along the edges. I always loved the market, because it was exciting and I didn’t have to be as quiet or careful there as I did at the castle.”

“Why would you have to be careful at the castle?” A young girl asked.

“Because magic is forbidden, and my Mutti was afraid for me.”

The rumbling noise was far less upbeat this time. I hesitated, wondering if I’d said too much.

“How was it growing up and not being able to use your magic?”

I shrugged. How could I explain this in a way they would understand and not be offended? “It was difficult, but I was safe and loved, and honestly it was all I knew.”

The silence that followed felt oppressive, and I cast about my mind to find something to cheer the mood back up. 

Oh, verdak! The soup! I spun back towards the pot, to find that one of the ladies had taken over the stirring duties. 

“Don’t worry about it.” She laughed, “We’ve all got caught up telling a story and forgotten the food. I made sure it didn’t burn for you.” With a wink, she handed the spoon back to me. I wasn’t sure when I stopped stirring.

As everyone began serving themselves the midday meal, my back stiffened and my scalp prickled as the scent of ozone crossed my nose. Glancing over I saw the Dark Fae casually walk up and begin serving himself. My body filled with rage at the sight of him, my anger seducing my magic to join in as together they danced to the tune of revenge.  

Fiach flew down from a nearby tree and landed on my shoulder, but I barely noticed. My sole focus - and my magic - was tuned into the Dark Fae, and I couldn’t see past my fury. This Fae, this beast had caused countless murders and injustices, yet he was allowed to casually eat among us - and was revered!

A small part of me was aware that most of the Fae in the area were now looking at me, but I didn’t care. I had to do something - anything! How dare he be allowed to live with all that blood on his hands? How dare he walk around with that beautiful, deceitful face and not pay for his crimes?

I gave in to my magic.

Like a dam suddenly opened, my magic burst out of me. I let it, relishing in the power that was flooding my veins, flowing out of me in an endless torrent. I would crush the Dark Fae. I would give him what he deserved. What his victims deserved.

I would be his vengeance.

No! I screamed my frustration as he blocked my strike. I struck out again, determined to see this through. 

This time my strike drew closer before he managed to intercept it, and I gritted my teeth. He threw his magic back at me, and I ducked, hearing a faint crackle as it barely missed my head.

We traded blows, neither of us giving any quarter. His magic grazed me, and I hissed in pain, but pushed the sensation away. If I focused on my pain, that would be it.

He wasn't going to get the satisfaction.

Planting my feet, I dug deep into my magic and pulled. I pulled until it felt like I had reached down into my soul, and then I pulled some more. My body grew warm, so warm - even my eyes seemed to heat up, but still I pulled. I was making my stand. There was no backing down from here on out.

Just before I felt like I would explode, I let go.

The release was almost euphoric, and I sagged at the loss of so much power at once. My knees shook, and it was an effort to stay upright. My body was struggling to adjust to the amount of power I was wielding. Squinting through the fatigue, I observed the Dark Fae laboring under the weight of my magic, and I smiled. 

I followed up with two quick but small strikes, satisfaction filling me as they made their target, the Dark Fae falling under the onslaught. Finally, I would see him get what he deserved. 

He would realize that I was his ending. The need to see the understanding as it crossed his face was undeniable. I walked closer, and my magic crackled at my fingertips, the sound as angry as I felt. I knelt down and rested my hand on his chest, his life force beating beneath my fingertips. I gave my magic free reign, let it again take over as my emotions soared.

Dark eyes met mine, and they flashed. Danger! My mind screamed at me, but it was too late. Before I could pull away, steel bands wrapped around my wrist and the ground fell from beneath my feet.

There was a split second where I saw the bright sky above me before pain exploded in my entire body.

The Dark Fae knelt over me, pressing my body into the ground, his magic holding me still. 

I couldn’t move.

A scream built in my chest, and I let it loose, aiming it at him. I tried to reach for my magic, but there was an emptiness where I normally felt it. Panic clawed at my ribcage, and my impotence filled me with fear.

So this is how it would end.

I met his eyes in defiance, refusing to give him any satisfaction. If this was how I would die, then I would do so on my terms. Not his.

His eyes widened a fraction as he read my face, and his hands grabbed my face.

His lips moved, but no sound could reach my ears. There was just the sound of rushing water, the sound I associated with my magic. He began shaking me, but I barely felt it.

He might have blocked me from wielding my magic, but it was still a part of me. Still in me.

I still controlled it.

Something black flashed behind his head, and I looked over his shoulder. Fiach, eyes larger than I had ever seen them, landed on the Dark Fae’s shoulder, and the wave of jealousy surprised me.

It was wrong.

Fiach belonged with me, not with him.

I opened my mouth to say just that, when the scent of something - something indescribable filled my nose. It was sweet, overwhelmingly sweet, and I gagged.

It was like a bubble popped.

The sounds of screaming filled my ears as sound came rushing back into them.

“Fight it, Katharina!” Fiach’s voice was deafening as he screamed at me, the Dark Fae’s smooth voice yelled for me to “snap out of it!”

My eyes flicked around me, cataloging the sounds that were smarting in my ears.

No longer was the Fae village peaceful. People were screaming, running away from the Dark Fae now.

No - no, they were running from me. 

Chagrined, I watched as the few young children there were grabbed in frantic arms. Being carried away from me and my turbulent magic. Magic that no longer felt powerful, but sharp and angry. Hungry for pain. 

“You have to control it!” the Dark Fae seethed. My eyes turned to him, burning with unshed tears. “You have to be its master, make it bend to you. Bind it to your will.”

I turned to my magic. It roiled and bristled within me, malcontent. Hungry for more devastation, uncaring who it hurt. Scalding tears slipped down my face as I focused on it, pushing it to obey, to yield. 

The face of a sobbing Fae child filled my gaze as she was rushed away from me, taken to safety, her tears making tracks through the blood that was splattered across her face.

I had done that.

I redoubled my effort, putting all my strength behind controlling my magic. Lightning gently licked up my arms, lending me its strength. Slowly, my magic began to settle, soothed by the flickering sensation. It continued to tease, and I could feel myself become more centered, more in control.

Panting, I refused to let up until I was sure that my magic was no longer a danger - to me or to anyone else. 

With a wary glance at me, the Dark Fae eased off of me, his calculating eyes never leaving my face. 

Shame filled me, and I refused to meet  his eyes, instead looking over at the damage I had caused.

There were scorch marks everywhere. Deep gashes scored the ground and nearby trees, and the destruction that I saw cut me to the quick. A distressed sound escaped my lips, and silently, Fiach nestled under my chin, the motion soothing to my raw nerves.

“I couldn’t reach you,” Fiach said, his voice somber.

“I - I’m sorry. I don’t - I don’t know what happened. My magic felt like it came out of nowhere…” I started, scrambling to make sense of the past little while.

“You allowed your emotions to take over,” the Dark Fae explained, a distinctive edge to his words. I felt the incrimination in them, and I accepted it.

After what I had just done, had just tried to do, I deserved it.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Isat on my borrowed bed and picked at a small thread that was loose. Fiach perched nearby, silent, letting me process my recent eruption. The way my magic seemed to take over filled me with terror. Was I, too, becoming a monster like the Dark Fae?

Was this how it started for him? This feeling deep in the center of my being that railed at the injustices that I had experienced, the cruelty I had suffered at the hands of others? 

Was I, too, turning into a villain?

A soft knock interrupted my maudlin musings, and I glanced at the door then Fiach. He shrugged, as much as a raven can shrug, and I took a deep, steadying breath. “Come in.”

Aldric silently opened the door, and I waved him to my lone chair.

He walked to it and gently sat down, moving like an old man for the first time since I had met him. We regarded each other for a few moments, and I barely resisted the urge to fidget under his heavy gaze.

It felt like he could see into my soul. The thought unnerved me, and I broke eye contact.

“I remember the marketplace in Rennesen.”

The words seemed to echo in my little house, and the incongruency of them had my gaze finding his once more.

He nodded, eyes focused on a spot on the wall. “I used to love the sights and smells. They made me feel a little less homesick as I traveled around the country, searching for more Fae outside of our borders. The petty squabbles between hawkers as they tried to out cry their neighbor reminded me of when Helmine and Lothur got into a shouting match over who could bake the most elaborate cake - Helmine won, of course.”

His chuckle seemed to chase out the shadows from the room. Even the corners looked brighter at the sound. I sat and listened to him, letting the words flow over me like a balm.

“Of course, the soldiers were always surrounding the market, and I could never forget their presence. Did you know they were under orders to keep an eye out for Fae?”

I shook my head, mute, hanging on to his every word.

He nodded again, slowly this time. “King Almains is a very thorough man. A very ferocious sort of King. He made sure his soldiers knew the price that would be exacted of any soldier who did not comply to his expectations.”

A sinking sort of horror began to settle in the pit of my stomach.

“One day, the market had a special buzz in the air as rumors of Fae began circulating. Someone claimed to have seen one nearby, and I tried to find out where he was last sighted.” He shook his head, his forehead pinched. “But I was too late. The soldiers found him first.”

His darkened gaze met mine as I sank into the story. Flashes of memory returned, and I wanted to run away from it, but his eyes held me fast.

“Do you remember what would happen to the Fae the King found?”

“Yes,” my hoarse voice fell between us. I tried to block out the sounds my memory brought to the forefront of my mind, but they were relentless. Just like the soldiers had been.

“By the time I got to him, it was too late. I couldn’t save him.”

A tear slipped down his face at the confession, and my heart squeezed. I wanted to reach out to him, but something held me back. A feeling of impotence, perhaps.

“I was about to move on, try to find someone else I could try to save, to give sanctuary to, but Ruhan wouldn’t have it.” 

I fisted my hands at the mention of his name, and Aldric’s sharp gaze speared me. I didn’t want to hear this. Why was he telling me this story? I remembered the influx of murders along the villages after several different Fae were murdered by the King’s soldiers. I remembered the wicked, vicious rumors about the innocent lives that the Dark Fae had killed and tortured every time after a rogue Fae was found and killed.

“Listen to me, Katharina. Listen to what I saw. Not rumors, but the truth.”

The passion in his voice had me nodding. I would listen, but reserve judgment.

“Ruhan refused to leave the Fae’s body in the King’s possession for him to desecrate. So he stole a soldier’s armor and slipped into prison to retrieve the body. To my shame, I was too afraid to join him, so he did it alone. Together we buried him outside of the city so he could rest in peace. But the King sent soldiers to follow us.”

Wait - that wasn’t what I remembered happening. All of the rumors said the Dark Fae would seek out villages without the soldier’s presence. That there was never protection nearby. A growing dread took root in my stomach.

“While we were putting the young Fae to rest, the soldiers went to the nearby village and decimated it. Men, women, children, no one received mercy. No one, but the few who were spared only if they would say they saw the “Dark Fae” wreak havoc on their fellow villagers in retaliation for the Fae they had killed.”

My hand covered my mouth, and I stared in open revulsion at Aldric’s tale. He held my gaze, letting me see his emotions as they played across his face, hiding nothing of what he felt. 

“Ruhan is innocent of the allegations you believe him to have committed. The Fae I know would never do the things he has been accused of. Never.” Passion blazed across his face at the words and he leaned forward. “But what I just saw you almost do out of your anger and fear? The faces of my people as they fled from your magic? That’s what comes from bigotry and suspicion.”

I shrank from his words as they found their mark, cutting into my soul. He refused to let me escape from his pointed gaze.

“I will not allow my people to suffer that again. You have two choices. Get over your prejudice against Ruhan and let him help you with your magic, or you will be banished from Tresilben and your memories of this place wiped.”

I startled at his words, both the acerbic tone and the improbable words. I didn’t even know magic could do that.

He nodded, “There’s a lot about magic you don’t know, and if you don’t learn, it will rule you and you will turn into someone you never thought was possible. Think about what I’ve told you, and let me know your decision tomorrow.”

He stood up, and as his hand landed on the door, he turned to me. “We all have monsters hiding in our past. It’s how we choose to face them that decides our fate.”

The door closed behind him with an ominous finality, leaving me to consider his words and my future.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The world was much too bright. With a groan, I rolled over and buried my head under the blanket. The soft mattress beneath me welcomed me in its comforting embrace as I sunk deeper into the softness.

I was not ready to face the day.

I gasped as the blanket was rudely ripped off of me, letting the chill air bite at my unprotected skin. “Fiach!” I shrieked at my familiar as he dragged the blanket across the room.

The scoundrel looked completely unrepentant. 

“You can’t bury your problems under a blanket,” he admonished self righteously.

“I’m not hiding! I’m just… gathering my energy,” I finished lamely.

That’s actually not too far from the truth, I muse. My body feels achy and sore, probably from expelling so much magic yesterday. Heat fills my cheeks in shame as I remember what happened, how I lost control. 

I stayed up until the early hours of the morning, not trying to make a decision, but rather gathering the strength to face it. To truly consider how to go about becoming the person I wanted to be, the person Mutti had raised me to be. To remember the lessons my Mutti had tried to teach me. 

To realize how far I had come from who I wanted to be.

I stomped across the room and ripped my blanket back from the thieving raven, ignoring his raven-ish smirk. He fluffed his feathers at me, and I stuck my tongue back at him.

Then we both dissolved into giggles.

Irascible as he may be, I was grateful for his presence at my side. “Thank you for staying with me,” I whispered when the giggles died down. 

Can ravens arch an eyebrow? Because that’s definitely the look he gave me then. “I’m your familiar. Through thick or thin, I will be with you.”

I sniffed, touched.

Before I could say anything more, Fiach turned to the door, indicating someone was coming. I took a deep breath and held it a moment, bolstering my resolve, then turned to open the door.

It was time to face the music.

“Dark Fae! Er, I mean, Ruhan?” I stumbled over my words as I stood awkwardly holding the door.

“You going to try to attack me again?” He smirked, flexing his fingers as his magic danced on them.

My back stiffened, and I retorted, “Not with magic, but don’t look at me if some pebbles find their way to your pretty face.”

He guffawed. “You think my face is pretty?”

Ugh. “That’s not - I mean - I didn’t!” My face felt like I had stayed in the sun for a week.

He laughed harder, and Fiach - the traitor - joined him. I glared at them both and sent them a rude gesture. 

The Dark F- I mean Ruhan sobered up and pinned me in his unflinching gaze. I shifted, uncomfortable,  then took a deep breath and pushed my shoulders back. I had some wrongs I needed to right. “Look, I’m sorry. About… about yesterday, I shouldn’t … I mean,” I groaned. This was harder than I thought it was going to be. “I’m-sorry-I-attacked-you-and-hurt-everyone-and-believed-all-the-rumors-about-you,” I finished in a rush.

A dark eyebrow arched, the droll look making my stomach do flips. 

“That sounded painful.”

I wrinkled my face, but didn’t say anything further. Truthfully, I didn’t trust myself not to say something snarky and ruin my apology, awkward though it was.

Ruhan simply stared at me contemplatively for a moment, then opened his mouth, as if he had come to some conclusion about me. I wondered what it was. “Aldric mentioned that you were having problems with your magic?” He made it sound more like a question than a statement.

I nodded my response. 

“And that he mentioned I might be able to help?”

I nodded again, this time wary.

“I would like to propose a trade.”

My mouth dropped open for a moment. I quickly closed it again and gathered my thoughts, trying to figure out his angle.  “What sort of trade?”

“Information and power,” he said succinctly. “The council can teach you about magic, but I can show you how to use it. And in exchange, all I ask is information.”

This sounded too good to be true. “What information?”

He didn’t deign to give me an answer, just turned around and started walking off. “You coming or not?” He threw over his shoulder as I stood rooted in the doorway.

I guess we were going into the forest.

“What about the creatures that could eat me?” I threw at his back.

“You're with me.” He winked. “They wouldn’t dare challenge me.”

I seethed. Why that arrogant -

“Fiach!” I shrieked as my traitorous familiar flew to Ruhan’s shoulder.

“Hurry up.”

I glared at both their backs as I stomped after them. The next opportunity I had, I was definitely spitting in Ruhan’s soup.
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“Close your eyes.”

My eyes remained stubbornly open, and Ruhan sighed.

“You need to connect with nature, and you’re getting too in your head,” he explained, aggrieved. “Close your eyes and forget about everything else. Just focus on your magic and how it feels. Don’t think about what you want it to do, or how you want it to feel. Just focus on how it actually feels.”

Petulantly, I did as he requested. This was not how I was expecting today to go.

He had taken me to a clearing far enough away to be able to stretch out our magic, but part of me was glad to not risk seeing any other villagers. I wasn't sure I was ready to face them just yet.

I also wasn’t ready to close my eyes - it felt too vulnerable. Plus, the clearing we were in was calming and gorgeous. The sun shone through the trees just enough to light up the flora with a soft, ethereal glow. All around us was a riot of color from the flowers and mushrooms that had taken over, peeking through and coating the bushes and grass in a way that felt both mischievous and calming. I’d never seen a clearing so at odds and yet so perfect. 

Fiach, who was perched in a nearby tree, clacked his beak at me, and I sighed in exasperation. I closed my eyes and focused on my magic. I could feel an undercurrent of - something. Curious, I focused on the feeling, trying to determine what it was. It felt - it felt sharp and jagged. I probed at it then recoiled at the unpleasant sensation.

“You feel that?” Ruhan breathed. “You’re doing it. What does it feel like?”

“It feels… unhappy. Angry,” I answered softly.

“Your magic is an extension of yourself” Ruhan’s voice took on an almost clinical edge, “It’s not your magic that’s unhappy and angry, it’s you.”

My eyes shot open, and our eyes clashed. I opened my mouth to deny it, but he stopped me.

“I don’t need to know what happened.” He shushed me, his eyes shining softly, “but you do need to figure out what you want to do about it.”

I huffed. That was easier said than done.

He stepped closer. I barely refrained from stepping back. I couldn’t bear to let him think he intimidated me, but his nearness was… distracting. “But that’s not why I brought you here.”

I arched my brow and waited for him to continue. Not giving in an inch.

“I brought you here to start with the basics. Aldric said you’ve taught yourself everything you know about magic, so I’m going to find out what you’ve been doing wrong.”

I opened my mouth to tell him exactly what I thought about that, but he stopped me before I could.

“Oh come off it,” he groused, “I didn’t mean it like that. Just - show me what you normally would do.”

“That’s not a good idea,” I warned, “my magic has been unpredictable lately.”

“I think I can handle you.” He smirked, and part of me wanted to flick his too-perfect teeth. 

“Your funeral,” I muttered, but still sunk into my magic and called for it to come to the surface.

Now that I was paying attention to my emotions and how my magic felt in response to them, I could distinguish subtle differences. Like right now, my magic felt more boisterous than jagged, but it still had a sharp edge. 

Determined to give it an honest effort, I knelt down and laid my hands on the ground, sending my magic into the soil and calling up the flora I felt within the dirt. My magic protested, but I wrestled with it until it gave in, sinking into the ground like a hard rain after a drought.

“Ouch!” I cried out as a thorn bush sprang up under my hand, a splinter lodging under my skin. I sucked on my palm, trying to get it out, and my eyes caught Ruhan’s shocked gaze.

He let out a low laugh. “You don’t even know what you just did, do you?”

My scalp prickled, and I felt my magic rise up, unbidden, as I smarted at his words.

He held up his hands in surrender. “That came out wrong.” He raked his hands through his hair, dislodging a strand of hair so that it fell over his eyes rakishly. “I just mean -” He cut off his sentence and tried again, “Try that again, but this time just use a trickle of your power.”

I rolled my eyes, but complied, moving my focus internal as I reached for my power. It was coursing through my veins like the tide, and I remembered when even healing a small cut was a struggle. But now, the tide of magic that washed over me was almost overwhelming as I pulled it towards the ground.

It didn’t want to trickle out - it wanted to flow freely, to consume, and the effort of trying to hold it back had my muscles shaking. A trail of sweat dripped down the side of my face as I wrangled with my unruly magic. 

Warm hands wrapped around me as Ruhan closed the distance between us, his scent filling my nose. My magic seared through me, burning a path through my middle at his nearness, and I jumped, throwing out my elbow in my surprise. 

“Oof!”

My stomach dropped as wheezing filled my ears. I whirled around, hand flying to cover my mouth as I stared at him, wide eyed. 

“I was-” wheeze “just trying” wheeze “to help!” he finally gasped out as he bent over. 

“You grabbed me!” The words popped out of my mouth, unbidden.

The expression that crossed his face was partial grimace, partial exasperation, and wholly pained. When he was finally breathing slightly better, he growled out, “If you’d been paying attention to your surroundings, you wouldn’t have been surprised.”

His growl set my hair on end, and I averted my eyes. I refused to let him see his effect on me.

Because he didn’t affect me.

Not at all.

“Let’s try that again,” he gritted out, and I was genuinely surprised he was willing to risk getting hurt again. “I’m going to help you; don’t hit me this time.”

I rolled my eyes. He acted like it was my goal to hurt him.

Okay, well, maybe a little bit, but he surprised me. I felt that was self explanatory.

I nodded, and he eyed me, wary, as he stepped behind me again.

“Okay,” he breathed, and his ozone scent teased my nostrils. “Now, reach for your magic, but only call for a trickle. I just want you to focus on one small plant and see if you can coax new growth into it.”

I closed my eyes once more and reached for my magic. Ruhan’s blazing hands once again wrapped around me, and I was proud of myself for barely flinching.

See? He doesn’t affect me.

I forced my attention back to my magic as it battered against my hold, wanting to explode out. I wasn’t entirely sure when my magic switched from me having to coax and push for it to come out to having to hold it back, but the difference had me slightly worried. 

Below my feet I could sense a slumbering seed and I directed my magic into the small grain. I gritted my teeth to hold back the full weight of my power, and Ruhan’s grip tightened slightly before relaxing again. My magic took advantage of my distraction to push past my hold, diving into not just the one seed, but several surrounding it as well. 

“Pull back,” Ruhan whispered into my ear.

The sound seemed to travel down my entire body, and my skin pebbled in its wake. I gasped and desperately tried to pull my magic back, to stop the flow as it grew stronger yet. Ozone mixed with gingerbread as Ruhan’s magic tried to mix with mine, to control it.

My power refused to back down and instead tangled with Ruhan’s, as if taunting his magic. A muffled curse breezed past my ear but I ignored it, my entire focus on my power as I battled to contain it. I took strength from Ruhan, leaning into his warmth. Together we battled for dominance.

After what seemed like hours I finally managed to convince my magic to retreat, and I staggered at the sudden loss. Was this normal? I turned to Ruhan, panting at the exertion, to find him out of breath as well. Our breaths mixed for a moment before he stepped back, breaking the contact. 

He stood a step away and looked at me for a moment before slowly shaking his head. I wasn’t sure how to interpret that, so for a moment we simply stood there, staring at each other. Heat slowly filled my cheeks as the moment stretched out. Doubts began to bounce around in my mind, and my body echoed the sentiment, fidgeting in awkwardness.

Then, Ruhan began to laugh. Softly at first, they quickly morphed into deep belly laughs that set my nerves on fire.

“Ouch!”

Ruhan rubbed the back of his neck where Fiach had swooped him with his beak and cursed. 

I blew my beautiful familiar a tired kiss as he fluttered to my shoulder.

The reproachful face that Ruhan sent my way should have made me feel repentant, but I rather felt he earned that peck. 

“Was that what you were trying to do?” he questioned, and I looked at the direction his finger was indicating.

There was the same blood red flower standing tall in the middle of the clearing, vines and ferns tangling around it. My breath caught at the sight, and I stared at it. My thoughts whirled too fast for me to grab any single thought, and I let them circle, too exhausted to try to master them. 

“Katharina?”

Numbly, I turned to face him, putting the crimson flower behind me.

“Katharina, how? What did you do?” He breathed.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Ilooked back at Ruhan, really looked at him, deciding how I was going to answer him. What could I say that would explain, that wouldn’t incriminate me? How much could I tell him, did I dare tell him?

“You know how,” Fiach interrupted from my shoulder. “She’s touched by blood magic.”

I glared at my familiar, but straightened my shoulders. After all, it wasn’t like I could hide it anymore. No, I wouldn’t back down, but I also couldn’t give him the answers he wanted. I didn’t even know how. Instead, I looked him in his unfathomable eyes and let him come to his own conclusions. 

If I needed to leave, it’s better I know now instead of later. 

The air felt charged around us, growing heavier as the moments passed, neither of us saying a word. My eyes roved across his face, taking in the rugged edges of his features. That same strand of hair still hung over his forehead. My fingers itched to fix it. As I fixated on that piece of hair I realized there was a small scar slashing from above his temple through his brow and down the top of his nose. How had that happened, I wondered, fascinated that I’d never noticed it before. 

That same scar seemed to loosen, and my eyes shifted to meet his. I saw in their dark depths that he seemed to have come to a decision.

“Will you tell me your story?” he said softly.

My eyes pricked, but I pushed the soft feeling away. How often had those I met, when faced with the opportunity, refused to give me the benefit of the doubt and instead always assumed the worst? How often had I had the opportunity to explain myself? I would repay his benevolence with the truth, as much as I could.

“I’ve had magic for as long as I can remember, and have always had to keep it hidden.” 

His searing eyes bored into mine, and I paused to get my bearings. I was encouraged by his nod to keep going. “I was raised in the castle by my Mutti, who was one of the cooks in the kitchen. I remember trying to pretend I was invisible so that people wouldn’t find out my secret, so that Mutti wouldn’t worry so much. But no matter how often I would hide, I always seemed to be in the way and would get into trouble.”

I took a deep breath before continuing on. “That’s how Prince Berengar found me.”

Ruhan blinked, and I returned his glance wryly. 

“Berengar and I became the most unlikely of friends. I realize now he was just a lonely boy looking for someone who didn’t judge him, but at the time - I was charmed that he would give me the time of day. We grew up together, mostly. I was still the daughter of a servant and he was still the Prince, but my friendship with him, I think, sheltered me from a great deal.

“But, he was also a sickly child, and when King Almains wasn’t inundated with his kingly duties - he often was quite harsh on Berengar. I remember I would get so upset sometimes, and Berengar would get so afraid that I’d say something and get hurt.” I huffed a humorless laugh. “Turns out, he wasn’t far from the truth.”

“What happened?”

I bit my lip as tears filled my eyes. I sniffled, and Fiach rubbed his head against my cheek. “Berengar got sick. I thought he was going to die. I think the king hoped he would. But, I knew I could save him.

“So, I did.”

Ruhan’s breath caught, and knowing filled his eyes. “And the king found out.”

I nodded. “And the king found out.”

The thoughts behind Ruhan’s eyes began swirling, and it distracted me for a moment. I watched as he weighed each thought, sorting through each possibility before arriving at the right one. “You’re alive because of the Prince,” he said softly.

“Yes. Berengar traded his freedom for my life.” There was no stopping the tears now. They trickled down my face like condensation down a foggy window, and I didn’t try to stop them. “I had to leave everything behind, but I was able to keep my life.”

“The Prince traded his freedom?”

“Yeah.” I let out a watery laugh. “He had always wanted to join the scholars in the temple, had planned to defy his father and abdicate the throne, but when the King found out I had magic - even though it saved his son…” 

“I see. What about your - Mutti?” he asked gently.

“If she came with me, he said he’d kill her. He would only agree to let me live if Berengar agreed to follow in his footsteps, and my Mutti remained working for him. I think he just wanted to hurt me. I was banished from the castle that very night with nothing but the clothes on my back. I survived on the charity of strangers along the road until I found my way to Burël. To Waren. He showed me how to keep on living.”

Ruhan pushed a strand of my hair back, his fingertips barely brushing my cheek in an oddly comforting gesture. I took the strength he offered and kept going, purging everything. “I blamed you for Waren’s death,” I said softly, and shame filled my cheeks with heat. 

The light behind Ruhan’s eyes dimmed, and it grieved me that I was the cause.

“I understand. It’s hard to see beyond the rumors.” His eyes left my face for the first time since I started my story, and the loss hit me hard.

“I’m sorry.” I reached out to rest my hand on his arm in apology, and he stiffened.

“Katharina -”

I snatched my arm back, ashamed at my boldness and almost knocking Fiach off my shoulder with the movement. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have-”

He wrapped his hand around my mouth to silence me, and the shock of it held me still. “Shh. Look!”

Stunned, I looked where he was pointing, and he removed his hand from my lips.

There, on the edge of the meadow creeped a small, curious animal. It looked like a hare, except - of all things - it had the tiniest antlers. It was such an odd sight that I forgot to be offended at Ruhan’s silencing hand.

“What is it?” I breathed, afraid I’d scare the skittish creature away.

“It’s a very rare Dare.”

I barely held back my muffled laughter. “A Dare?”

He smirked. “Don’t mock. It’s a half deer, half hare animal. Dare.”

I looked back at the small rodent. “No way. There’s no way a deer and rabbit could… Could do that.”

Ruhan’s soft laughter puffed against my hair as I stared at the Dare in disbelief. “No, a rabbit and a deer couldn’t ‘do that’.”

Now who was mocking who? I rolled my eyes at him, and he mercifully continued his explanation.

“It’s a rare and magical creature that’s neither hare nor deer, but something else. My people believe that a Dare brings good fortune to those who see one, though it’s a surprisingly ferocious and bloody creature when cornered.”

I nodded and turned back to watch it in wonder. How many people had been fortunate enough to see one of these mysterious Dare? Ruhan and I watched the small animal in silent companionship until Fiach became bored and flew into a nearby tree, sending it scuttling back into the forest at the disruption.

Ruhan turned to me and I felt caught in his powerful gaze. So much had changed for me recently, but I found that I was no longer as angry about the changes as I had been. Today had allowed me to see things in a different light. To view my past not through the eyes of youth and mourning, but rather of growth and opportunity.

As I returned his dark gaze, I wondered at his life. His story. Would he ever deem me worthy to share his story?

“Would you like my help?”

“Uh, sorry?” So lost in my own thoughts, I completely missed what Ruhan was trying to say.

“Your magic. Would you like me to help you balance it?”

It seems I wasn’t the only one who had changed their tune. He was finally asking instead of assuming! We had both made great strides today. Instead of crowing like I wanted, I instead responded with a demure, “Yes please.”

I was very proud of myself.

Ruhan leaned back and assumed a more teacherly pose. “Blood magic is often thought to be linked to evil, but that isn’t always the case. It’s the only magic that even non-magics can occasionally use, and thus its secrets are closely guarded.”

“But I’ve never been taught about blood magic. Or any magic, really,” I interrupted.

He sighed and waited until I agreed to remain quiet before continuing. “It can have unforeseen consequences, so the Fae do not often use it except in the most dire circumstances. But to explain blood magic, first you must have an understanding of elemental magic.”

He held up his hand at my look of confusion, reminding me to remain quiet. A reminder I didn’t actually need, and I glared at him.

With a smirk, he continued, “Most Fae are only ever proficient at one element, though some, like myself, can learn to combine magics. But this process typically takes years to learn, as wielding the different elements requires finesse and skill. You, however, seem to have an intrinsic knowledge of how to effortlessly combine your elemental magic, allowing you the ability to heal.”

My eyes grew larger the longer he talked, until I couldn’t handle it anymore. “Wait - you mean to say not everyone can use their magic to heal?”

He speared me with a reproachful look, but answered, “No, not many can do what you do, human or Fae. Healing is a very rare skill.”

He allowed me a moment to ponder than before I motioned for him to continue. With a raised brow at my impertinence, he did.

“Blood magic, however, is different. It has to be taught, and once blood has been spilt it can never be satisfied.”

“I’ve never used blood magic,” I interrupted again.

“You don’t have to. Someone could have used your blood for a spell, or they could have spilled blood to form a bond, either to you or close to you. What do you know of your father?”

“Not much,” I admitted. “Mutti rarely spoke of him. I just know that he died shortly after I was born. Do you think he could have been a blood magic user?”

Ruhan shrugged. “It’s possible.”

I considered that. I supposed it was, but I couldn’t fathom why Mutti wouldn’t tell me that. Not when I had questioned her so much growing up about the source of my magic. She’d always insisted it was a gift, even as she taught me how to hide it.

“But because you are blood touched, you need to work harder than normal to keep it balanced, or it could become erratic and dangerous.”

And for the next several hours, Ruhan relentlessly trained me how to do just that, until I was certain there was no way I could make it back to my little cottage.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


My days began to have a sense of normalcy as, between Ruhan, the Fae council, and the wary villagers, I began to settle into a rhythm. 

It was a while before the villagers allowed the children close proximity to me, although they weren’t malicious about it. I had to prove to them that I wouldn’t again lose control of my magic, and so I continued to work with Ruhan. He was a surprisingly good teacher, and I had begun to look forward to our time in the forest. 

It was after one such forest session, as I began to think of them, that I brought up fulfilling my half of our bargain. It had been weighing on my mind lately, but I had been hesitant to bring it up, afraid to upset the delicate balance we had struck. Fiach had simply rolled his eyes at my reluctance and called me a coward.

I didn’t want him to be right.

“So,” I began, bending down to pluck some herbs for tonight’s supper. Helmine had delegated the majority of the foraging duties to me, since I was ‘already spending so much time’ in the forest, she thought it would be an excellent way for me to contribute. I had jumped at the opportunity to participate in village life. 

“When are you going to tell me what’s really going on?”

Ruhan’s eyebrows almost met his hairline. “Excuse me?”

I didn’t let him deter me with his brusque tone. “I pay attention,” my tone had an edge of its own. “I’ve noticed when the men disappear for hours on end and come back with scrapes and bruises, when Aldric starts to ask me questions about Rennesen and you shut him down. I can tell when the women have been asked to keep me busy or distracted so I don’t get in the way of what you are planning. Puzzles are one of my favorite pastimes, Ruhan, and I’m very good at putting the pieces together.”

Calculating eyes appraised me, and I stood tall, allowing him to see my sincerity. I’d begun to feel at home here in the forest with the Fae, more at home than I’d ever felt anywhere before. The Fae, though sometimes wary, had started to accept me in ways few others had done before. Perhaps it was because I didn’t have to hide my magic from them - in fact, since I had begun to work on balancing my magic, my magic was often requested. It was how I first started to notice something was going on. Several of the men had come to me with their cuts or sprains, giving improbable excuses for their wounds. After that, I started paying closer attention. The small things had started to accumulate, and I had begun to make note of it. 

Just the other day I had been chatting with Fiach under the willow tree in the village, enjoying the cool retreat when Aldric and Matteo had ducked under, talking in low tones. “I don’t care how ready you think we are, we don’t have enough information. If only we c-” Matteo had noticed me then, and cut off his sentence, looking sheepish at having been caught.

I’d waved at them and left them to their discussion, but the words started to dance around my head, cementing that something was going on. Something I wasn’t a party to. After that, it wasn’t difficult to see the subtle signs of unrest. The small, piqued comments that made their way into everyday conversations. The pursed lips when I steered the conversations toward the human anti-magic mentality and my experiences in it, the changed feeling in the air when I would tell stories of my time in Burël. The unrest when stories of magic amongst the humans would come up.

Slowly Ruhan’s eyebrow arched, and he asked, “What do you think is going on?”

I threw up my hands in frustration. “I don’t know! That’s why I asked!”

He just stood there, arms crossed and that damn eyebrow raised, waiting for me to answer, fully in teacher mode. 

I sighed “Are you planning an uprising?”

A small smile crossed his face so fast, if I wasn’t watching his face so closely I would have missed it. “We have no intention of going to war against the humans.”

Well that was a non-answer if ever I heard one.

“If not a war, then what?”

He took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “What do you think of your king?”

“King Almains?” The question threw me, but I took a moment to consider his question. “I think he’s so caught up in his hatred of Fae and magic that he neglects his true purpose.”

Ruhan studied me, and I felt like I was being weighed. Fascinated, I watched as he clenched his jaw, the muscles of his face jumping every time he did. It was distracting. Just as I was about to grow uncomfortable, Ruhan uttered two words, “A coup.”

I felt my jaw drop, and my eyes almost bugged out of my head. “You’re actually planning a coup?”

Tersely, he nodded, watching me with those eyes that missed nothing.

I ducked my head, his scrutiny becoming too intense for my comfort while I tried to corral my spiraling thoughts. I needed to move, to think, to take a moment to process what I had just learned. Absently, my hands wandered across the grass, gathering herbs and berries nearby as I considered my next words. 

I realized that I didn’t fully disagree with the need to have a worthy King on the throne. Too long had the Fae been relegated to subclass citizens, to be persecuted for simply what they were. I glanced under my lashes at Ruhan as I popped a sweet berry into my mouth. Fiach flew down and joined me as I continued to fill my pockets and satchel at my waist, eating as many berries as I plucked. What would Rennessen, or even all of Verlen look like with a different King on the throne? Would  they crown a Fae king in his place? My mouth pursed as I considered that. 

As my mind chewed over the situation, my eyes roved over a few small mushrooms, and I absentmindedly popped them into my mouth, considering how Ruhan might take my suggestion that placed Berengar on the throne instead. I knew him, had grown up with him. He would be a fair king, and there would be less chance of the people revolting against the crowning of King Almains’ only son. In fact, if done carefully, most people would never even know.

Would I be okay with that? Could I stomach signing the King’s death warrant so that my childhood friend could face his destiny and ensure the freedom of the Fae?

Yes. Yes, I could.

Decision made, I popped one last mushroom into my mouth and stood up. A delicious warmth wrapped around my middle and pooled in my center. I felt amazing.

As I turned to face Ruhan all my previous thoughts fled. How could I think of anything else but him as he stood there, all dark and broody and yummy? Fiach began squawking, but I ignored him, pushing the annoying sound to the back of my mind. There was room for nothing else, just Ruhan.

Ruhan. I rolled the name across my tongue and wished I could roll more than just his name over it. My feet carried me closer to him, and I watched the emotions flicker across his face. That beautiful, lickable face. 

Mmm… It tasted just as I imagined he would. Scruffy and salty and pure man. I moaned in approval as I leaned into him, pressing myself fully against him, softness meeting pure strength. The body of a warrior. He felt so strong and solid as I wrapped my arms around him, my hands sliding under his shirt to caress his skin. 

He wrapped his arms around me, the heat of his hands searing my waist as his fingers tightened. “Katharina…” he began.

I shushed him with a kiss, and for a second he remained still, shocked. Then, as his lips moved over mine, my world exploded. 

Lightning flared through my blood, and my bones melted at his touch. How had we never done this before? Eagerly, I kissed him harder. Our lips battled for dominance, each frenzied brush stroking the flames in my blood higher. My magic entered the sensual dance with flirtatious caresses and licked up my spine, reaching out to intertwine with his. Gingerbread and ozone filled the air, mixing with a heady scent that shouldn’t make sense, and yet that made me crave more. More of him. More of his hardness, more of his kisses. I was drunk on pleasure.

His hands squeezed my waist, almost bruising in his strength, and I moaned my approval. Our kisses turned feverish, our teeth clashing as my tongue joined in our erotic dance. 

My roving hands reached lower, and I slipped them beneath his trousers, searching for his hardness. He shifted, and I followed, needing more. 

I was burning. My lips moved frantically over his, the heat almost unbearable as I chased my pleasure. His lips left mine and moved to my ears, breath brushing my sensitive skin, and I mewled at the sensual delight that zinged down my spine. My head was too full of carnal thoughts to hear his whispers, but I could imagine all sorts of lascivious things as I dragged my tongue down his face once more, whimpering at the delicious taste of him.

Rubbing against him, I needed him to fill me, to ravish the emptiness inside me. To stretch me as we give in to our animal appetites, finding completion in each other with sweaty abandon. I wrapped my fingers around him, and he jumped in surprise. I smiled at the wonton move as I stroked his hardness.

He moved again, and I followed, pressing harder into him until I felt him back into a tree. I pressed a kiss along the curve of his neck, and I shook.

No, he was shaking me.

Pain, sudden and intense, radiated down my skull, and I wondered for a moment if lightning had actually struck me.

“Katharina!” Ruhan roared, and it felt like my ears popped, sound suddenly filling them painfully. I covered my ears at the painful sensation.

“She can’t hear you, you buffoon! Stop touching her, it’s making it worse!”

“I’m trying,” Ruhan gritted out, hands pushing me away with such strength that had I not been clinging to him so tightly would have thrown me across the clearing.

The fluttering of Fiach’s wings dragged my eyes toward him as he flapped above me, preparing to dive bomb me again. So that’s where the lightning came from, my muddled brain supplied.

I stumbled away from Ruhan as confusion filled my mind, trying to make sense of what I was hearing. My core clenched painfully, and I moaned, clutching my middle. 

Finally loosed, Ruhan quickly stepped away from me, and tears of frustration and unsated ardor filled my eyes. What was happening? Was he not into it? Was I not enough for him?

“Here, eat this.” Ruhan shoved something at my face, and I obediently ate it, too emotional to think rationally.

As I chewed, the fire in my veins slowly faded, and realization seeped in.

I had just tried to seduce Ruhan.

My blood filled with horror, and I stepped away quickly, needing distance between us as I processed what I had just tried to do.

“It was the plasir mushroom. It - er, enhances the libido” Ruhan winced, and a part of me withered at the sight.

I turned to run away like the coward Fiach thought I was, when Ruhan grabbed my wrist, stopping me. “Stop! Just - stop,” he pleaded, and the look in his eyes held me as if in a trance. “I don’t want you to think - I mean, I -” He broke off with a growl and raked his hand through his hair. That same damn strand of hair fell over his forehead, and I clenched my fist to keep from touching him. I’d already done too much of that.

Ruhan found my other hand, his hands almost burning like a brand as they circled about my wrists. He leaned down slightly, filling my vision so I couldn’t avoid his eyes. My focus darted from eye to eye as he waited for my full attention, so I gave it to him, body settling down slightly at the motion. “Come to me without any magical influence, and I will seduce you until you shatter, for as long as you want,” he promised, an erotic growl lacing his words.

I left my herbs behind as I ran.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Ihid in my cottage for the rest of the day, ashamed to show my face. I was acting like a coward, I admit it. But every time I thought about Ruhan’s face my body flamed with heat. And his words. I shuddered at the memory.

Did he actually mean it, or was he just saying that to make me feel better?

I groaned and busied my hands, the routine motions settling me slightly.

The scent of gingerbread surrounded me, sugary sweet and calming as I measured out the ingredients and stirred them together. It had been too long since I’d made gingerbread and gingerbread cookies, no longer needing them to cover my magic scent. But I’d needed the familiarity.

But familiarity was a double edged sword.

I groaned as the memory of feeling Ruhan beneath my hands sprang to the forefront of my mind, and I pushed the memory away grimly. I focused solely on the dough beneath my hands, the feeling as I plied it into shapes to be baked.

Someone knocked at my door, startling me from my focus, and Fiach yelled out, “Go away!”

I chuckled, rather agreeing with him. I was in no mood for visitors.

“Katharina?” A soft, feminine voice slipped through the door, and I jerked in recognition. “Katharina, please. I need to talk to you.”

With a jerk of the door, I stood staring at my friend, Ida. “How did you…?”

“I’ve been looking for you for days,” she responded, rushing into my little house and taking off her cloak in a single motion. “I found your - friend - Matteo and forced him to take me to you.”

I looked through the doorway to see a concerned Matteo peering in. “Thank you, Matteo,” I nodded to him.

He returned the gesture, satisfied that I was safe, and waved goodbye.

I closed the door once he started walking back and turned to my friend. “What - why?” I was so shocked that words were failing me.

“You need to come back to Burël.”

I jerked back in astonishment. 

“People are starting to go missing, and they are blaming you. I thought it would die down, but now Annaliese is missing, and everyone is saying you’re the cause - in retaliation for what happened,” she finished in a whisper.

I stared at her in horror. “Why would anyone think that? You know it’s not true! I could never do that.”

“They say it’s because of your magic, that it’s consumed and twisted into something dark, something evil. That you’ve followed the path of the dark Fae because of … that night. It’s not unheard of,” she added, as if it were perfectly logical. As if she… almost believed it.

My heart sunk into the pits of my stomach as I stared at her. Slowly my eyes narrowed as my thoughts settled. “Is that what you think happened? Do you think I am now tempted by evil?”

A big gust of air escaped Ida’s lips. “I think all this will die down if you just go talk to them and show them that you’re not hiding, that you’re not what they say you are.”

“And what do they say I am?”

Ida glanced away, refusing to meet my eyes. “They’re saying you’re a witch. That you’ve bewitched us into not seeing who you really are.” She looked back at me, still not fully meeting my gaze. “But if you just come and show them, they’ll believe you. I’m sure of it!”

“Don’t go, Katharina.”

I turned to Fiach, shocked he’d speak in front of Ida. “Don’t go,” he repeated. “It sounds like a trap.”

“You - you talk!” Ida spluttered and turned to me. “I should have known. You really are a witch, aren’t you? Only witches can make animals talk!”

I watched, aghast, as the person I’d thought was my friend seemed to become a stranger right before my eyes. She’d known me for years, stood by and watched as I’d used my magic to help heal my neighbors, shielded me from those who would use my magic against me. I was confused by her reaction. What had changed since I’d left? “You - you’ve known I have magic?” 

She spit at me, and Fiach rushed at her, causing her to shriek and retreat from him. “You can have magic and not be a witch,” she reasoned, and I gaped at her faulty logic. “But you’ve allowed magic to fester and change you into something evil.” She spat again at my feet, and made the sign to ward off evil, as if that would shield her.

This had gone on far too long as it was, enough was enough. I pointed to the door that Fiach was wildly ushering her towards. “You need to leave. Now.”

Ida’s face turned white with fury. “I should have known you would turn evil when you shacked up with that hex-blood and then ran away to join more of them.”

Before I knew what I was doing, a ringing slap echoed through my house. “Out. Now,” I bit out. 

Amid a string of curses I finally got Ida out and yelled for Matteo. I silently thanked Domowik as Arend came running behind him as well. Matteo must have sensed something was wrong and alerted him. No matter the reason, I was grateful.

“She needs to go back to Burël. Now,” I bit out.

Arend studied my face for a moment, then he turned to Matteo and they joined hands. I watched in wonder as, again, their magic began to glow. I grabbed Ida by the shoulders as she shrieked and tried to run away from the ‘foul magics’ of the two Fae until the portal was fully formed. At Matteo’s nod, I pushed Ida through the shimmering surface, all three of us wincing at her shrill shrieks as they pierced our ears.

For a moment the forest was hushed, and the three of us simply stood and enjoyed the silence that followed the racket that was Ida.

“You want to tell us what that was about?”

I sighed. Trust Arend to break the blissful silence. I turned to both of the Fae. “I think I need to speak to the Fae council.”

It was time to lay all my cards on the table, whether I was ready or not.
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As I sat under the willow tree and waited for the whole Fae council to settle down, I took the opportunity to arrange my thoughts. To whittle down what I wanted to say to just the essentials. I removed all the emotional arguments I had wanted to make and instead focused on the bare facts.

“Katharina, this is most unusual. Can you please tell us why you have called for a meeting of the council?” Warinot asked once the din had settled.

“I want to help you overthrow the King and place Berengar on the throne.”

Predictably, the council erupted.

Again.

I sat them out, ignoring their heated arguments as they muttered amongst themselves. Instead, my eyes found Ruhan, discovering he was already staring at me. I stared back, unwilling to bend, not even at the insecurity that sprang up, unbidden. It didn’t matter if he had said those words in the heat of the moment, simply because he wanted someone to warm his bed. It didn’t matter if he had begun to care for me as I had begun to care for him. Right now, all that mattered was keeping my home safe. What mattered was keeping the lives of those I had come to think of as friends safe. So I forced myself to stay focused on the matter at hand, and not be swayed by a pair of captivating dark eyes.

“Putting the matter of how you found out aside,” Aldric said to me, with a pointed look at Ruhan. Ruhan, to his credit, didn’t look abashed at all. “What made you decide that King Almains should be deposed?”

“Because his poison is infecting the entire kingdom. And I fear that me coming here has put a target on you and your people. Removing King Almains is the best move to keeping the Fae safe,”

Muttering again started up, though quieter than before. I held Aldric’s gaze and continued to ignore the rest. 

“What makes you think that Prince Berengar would be a better king? You haven’t seen him in years, there’s a very good chance that he’s been influenced by Almains, as well. Especially since he’s been in such close proximity.”

I turned to Ruhan as he spoke. I couldn’t deny that he had a good point, but I knew my friend. I shook my head. “I understand your argument, and I would probably share it if I didn’t know my friend so well. No, don’t interrupt me,” I turned to Zarlec as he started to do just that, and I watched as a vein popped out on his forehead at my remark. It wasn’t a good look on him. 

“My friend, because that’s who he was, had the opportunity to escape, and he gave it up to spare my life. That’s not the actions of someone who is easily swayed, nor is it the actions of someone who is easily influenced towards evil. And he was influenced, constantly, even then. I saw the results of his refusal to bend to his father, even as a boy. I often healed those results.”

The murmurs had changed tune slightly, and I pressed my advantage. “I know it’s been ten years since then, and yes, I admit there’s a very small chance that even Prince Berengar could be influenced. So if you determine that you want a plan b, then fine. But at least give him a chance. If we do this right, it could mean peace with minimal bloodshed.”

I could see the cogs in the Fae’s minds as they began spinning.

“What did you have in mind?” Ruhan asked.

So I told them.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


It took several days for the Fae council to iron out the details. I was initially part of the first of several meetings as I told them all about what I knew and remembered about the castle. I told them the guard’s schedules, the layout of the castle, the training the soldiers received - everything I could remember.

Once I had shared all I knew, however, they continued discussing their plans without me. Truthfully, I was glad to not be a part of that process - too much ego was being thrown around for my taste. 

Instead, I spent my free time around the Fae village. I’d never been wholly accepted for who I was, and the feeling was a novel one. I savored the feeling, the acceptance, and worked to ensure their faith in me was not misplaced. 

When the council finally agreed on their final plan days later, Aldric requested that I join the invading party. I agreed, and we set about preparing to change the course of our kingdom. 

My nerves were playing havoc with my magic, and I felt like I was a walking cloud of gingerbread. By the constant sniffing of the villagers and the increased request for my gingerbread cookies, I had a feeling that I wasn’t the only one affected. 

After the evening meal, I sent Fiach ahead to the cottage and stayed behind with the villagers. We spent hours together around the fire drinking and singing together to celebrate our hopeful triumphant return. I glanced around at the villagers and etched every face upon my heart, intent that they would finally find peace after tomorrow’s mission. Eventually, I said good night and went to head to my lovely, if lonely, cottage. Maybe when I get back I could move it closer to the village, I mused.

“Katharina!” I turned at the sound Ruhan’s voice, patiently waiting for him to catch up. I’d mostly successfully avoided the gorgeous Fae since our last forest session that had ended so… intensely. “We need to talk.”

I hated those words. When have those words ever been uttered and it turned out to be happy news? Half of me wanted to continue to ignore him.

I’d finally admitted to myself that I cared for him, and I wasn’t yet ready to hear that he didn’t return the sentiment. I turned and continued walking to my cottage. “Okay, so… talk.” But don’t expect me to slow down for you, I thought peevishly..

He gave me a strange look, but fell into step beside me. As we continued to walk in silence, slowly my heart rate began to settle, my body relaxing into the companionable silence we shared.

“I have a confession to make.”

He had to go and ruin the moment. I sighed, wondering if my silence would stop him from continuing.

“I asked Matteo to keep an eye on any developments in Burël.”

Apparently not. I stopped walking and turned to him. “Why?”

With a grunt of frustration, he stopped beside me and ran his hand through his hair. My fingers itched to touch it, to see if it felt as soft as it looked. But I had determined that I would keep my hands firmly to myself until I was positive that he was not only a willing participant, but that he shared my feelings. “You know why,” he insisted. 

My magic blazed through me, bringing with it a blaze of clarity. That wasn’t enough for me. I stepped forward into his space and repeated, “Tell me why.”

He stilled, and my heart rate spiked. My magic responded to my emotions and began to swell, not quite escaping my grasp, but enough to perfume the air. Ruhan’s magic also flared, its essence mixing and twining with mine above our heads in a heady fragrance. He also stepped towards me, and our bodies almost touched. I almost couldn’t draw enough air in, and my lungs clamored for more oxygen. 

I was gratified to see he was just as affected as he drew in deep breaths, just shy of panting. Together our eyes locked on the other, and the air around us felt charged. My skin pebbled over and over in waves as I waited to hear his next words. I felt in my bones - with a knowing that defied logic -  that they would decide our fate.

I was not disappointed. 

“Because I care for you, Katharina. Because the world without you in it isn’t one I could bear to save.” He pushed a strand of hair behind my ear, and the affectionate gesture made my knees weak. I locked them to keep from falling at his feet.

Who was I kidding? I had fallen for this Fae already.

I leaned my head into his hand, and the feeling of his hand on my cheek felt like it cradled my heart. “I care for you, too.”

The words seemed far too plain for the feelings that stirred in my heart regarding him. I felt full, as if the feelings were too big to fit in my body, and they must come out or I would combust. 

“I need you safe, Katharina. I know better than most how it feels to be singled out by the King’s depravity and have it wielded against you. I couldn’t bear if something happened to you Katharina, so I need you to promise me - promise me you will stay safe.”

I looked deep into his eyes and I saw love shining out. I heard his words, and in them I heard his passion. I felt his arms as they wrapped around me, holding me, and I felt his protection. It made me feel whole in a way that not even my magic could.

I nodded. “I will do my best.”

He sighed and kissed my forehead, and I swear a lightning storm erupted behind my eyes as I closed them. “That’s all I ask of you.”

How had I never realized that Ruhan was such a romantic? My heart was bursting with love for this man.

He held me in his arms a moment longer, and I savored the sensation, storing it in the chambers of my heart where my most treasured memories were stored so that I could take them out and pour over them, reveling in the emotions of them at my whim.

With a sign he released me, and I felt the world and all its weight and responsibility come rushing back. “As much as I would love nothing more than to hold you all night and not think of anything but you, I have some news you need to hear that’s going to ruin the mood.” His mouth twisted at the words, and my heart mimicked the motion.

I straightened my shoulders and nodded for him to continue. I was ready. I grabbed his hand and continued to walk toward my cottage as he walked. He followed in step with me, and I was comforted by his presence.

“There’s a hunting party for you from Burël. Somehow the King’s reach has extended even there and is stirring the people into a frenzy, believing you to be evil. They can’t find you here, I’ve made sure of it, but you need to be aware. There - there are flyers with your face on it, so you mustn’t trust anyone. Not anyone from the village,” he emphasized, and the sorrow that struck me was staggering.

These are the people who had helped me in those early years when I was still trying to come to grips with my banishment. They were the people who I had helped to heal and live. Was it all a farce? Or was the King so evil he could infect even those far from his reach? 

It was time for the King to go.

Ruhan and I fell into an easy step together, and I led him closer, bringing him with me. Tomorrow may be filled with uncertainty, but the night was still young enough, and I was determined to make the most of it.

A warm hand pressed me back, and I jumped, so deep in my own thoughts that I had stopped paying attention to my surroundings. Ruhan held a finger against his lips and pointed ahead.

Following his finger, I could see the outline of my adorable cottage. Confused, I glanced back at him and found him still focused on my cottage. I turned back just in time to spy two miniature shadows separate from the silhouette. I squinted, the shadows looked - they looked children-sized.  

I felt my forehead wrinkle at my confusion and turned to Ruhan. He looked just as confused as I felt. He motioned for me to follow, and we carefully walked toward my cottage, ensuring our steps remained silent. 

I know he had said not to trust anyone, but surely children couldn’t mean us harm?

I followed him silently, curious about his intent. There was a niggling feeling of foreboding that tried to make itself known, but I pushed it back, ignoring it. After all, children were to be protected. Not protected from.

Ruhan and I slipped around the house, much as the children had done moments before. He put a finger against his lips and his hand on the knob of my door, and I nodded. With his other hand, he quietly loosened his ever present Morgenstern from his back, holding it ready. I raised my eyebrow at it, but he simply gave me a bland look, refusing to put it back.

I rolled my eyes and got ready for whatever would find us behind my door, shifting my feet into position to rush in.

Silently my door swung open, and Ruhan slipped in and I followed close on his heels.

A deep grunt filled my ears, along with the telltale whistling of Ruhan’s Morgenstern. What in Morena’s name was going on? Scuffles surrounded me, and as Fiach’s squawk joined the cacophony, I rushed to turn on the light, using a small burst of magic.

The first thing I realized as my eyes adjusted to the light was there were no children in my cottage.

The second? Ruhan was fighting two of the King’s assassins.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Ireached for my magic to help Ruhan as he held his own between the two assassins. I’m not sure my magic ever responded as swiftly as it did in that moment. 

As I watched the three in their deadly dance, Fiach swooped in where he could to cause further chaos. I hesitated, unsure how to wield my magic so that it didn't also hurt Ruhan and Fiach, their movements almost too fast to track as they weave and spin out of reach of the other’s weapons. Watching them a moment longer, I don’t think it's possible to attack the one without the other. So instead, I blunt my magic.

I closed my eyes, trusting in my magic instead of my sight. I pushed my magic to fill the entire cottage, and my mind is swarmed with information. I can tell every move, every breath that is taken, hear each swoosh of Ruhan’s Morgenstern as he swings it. I can sense when the assassins are about to strike, and the knowledge is heady. My magic strains against the balance I have been working so hard to master, and sweat breaks out along my lip.

I couldn’t allow my focus to waver a muscle. Ruhan and Fiach’s life hangs in the balance of my concentration. I dig deeper into my magic, asking it for more power than it's ever offered before. The cloying smell of gingerbread and ozone makes it hard to breathe in the confined space, but I can’t let up. The certainty that if I fail now, Ruhan and Fiach will bear the brunt of it fills me with terror, and I struggle to center myself. My pockets are empty and my fingers reach for something, anything to aid in my endeavor as my tenuous grasp on magical balance slips.

With a muffled curse, I open my eyes and focus on Ruhan, his movements, his grace, his beauty. His love. I let it fill me, let my reciprocated love for him fill me, and my magic begins to balance out again. I pour it into Ruhan with abandon, letting it bolster him. 

Studying him as intently as I did, I recognized the very moment it began to work, when he realized what it was that I tried to do. 

With renewed strength he swung his weapon harder. The air around us began to shimmer, the amount of magic in the air becoming visible at the vastness of it, the strain weakening my muscles. I gritted my teeth, unwilling to lessen my power and risk either my lover or my familiar. I must remain strong for just a little bit longer.

I fell to my knees as I continued to pour out my magic like a blanket, and the air began to change. I sniffed as I realized the smell of gingerbread was fading, and panic filled my lungs with its icy fingers of terror.  

No! I couldn’t stop now!

I screamed my frustration as I poured more of my magic out, suffusing Ruhan with it. The lack of gingerbread scent threatened to paralyze me with fear, but I continued pushing, never letting up on my magic.

Ruhan roared, and I watched numbly as his Morgenstern swept out powerfully and connected with the head of an assassin. He fell with a thud, and Fiach dived down and speared his beak deep into the assassins eye. He didn’t move. 

I raised my eyes back to the battle just in time to catch the final blow to the second assassin, Ruhan staggering at the effort. 

I released my magic. Ruhan and I stared at each other, the relief palpable, and I lurched to my feet, unable to keep myself from touching Ruhan a moment longer. He took a single step towards me and collapsed, holding his side.

I saw red and screamed. 

My gaze zeroed in on the blood that was pouring from between his fingers as I stumbled to his side. Placing my hands on his wound, I pressed and called for my spent magic. It sputtered as it tried to respond, giving a valiant effort to respond, but I have nothing left. 

“Fiach! Help me!” 

My gallant familiar was already at my side, but I screamed for him anyway. He flew away, and I stared at him, aghast, until I saw him rifling through my satchel beside my bed. I realized what he was trying to do. “Fiach, you glorious bird!” I could have kissed him if I wasn’t racing against time itself. I grabbed Ruhan’s hand and pressed it against his own wound. “Don’t you let up!” I yelled in his face. Probably unnecessarily, but I was stressed. A smile ghosted across his ashen face, soothing my panic enough that I could race towards Fiach.

I knelt down beside Fiach just as he pulled my pink crystal from the satchel and snatched it from his beak with a quick word of thanks. This was not a time for manners.

Fiach apparently agreed as he raced in front of me and landed beside Ruhan, hopping from foot to foot in his distress. 

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” The words burbled out of my mouth unbidden. I placed the crystal on top of Ruhan’s wound, ignoring his slight wince of pain.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry! Just another moment longer, hold on.” I was barely aware of what I was saying as I rushed through the motions. 

Placing both of my hands on top of the crystal, I pressed it slightly against the gaping wound and closed my eyes. I guided my magic towards the crystal and pulled. 

The crystal exploded into a million pieces.

Ruhan yelled with the sound, and I jumped, startled, my hands burning from where they rested on the crystal.

Dark, amazed eyes met mine, and my breath caught at the wonder in them. It took a moment to realize that his eyes were free of pain.

My eyes flew from his fathomless gaze to his wound. Now completely closed.

I didn’t trust my eyes and reached out to touch his smooth skin, smoothing away the blood staining it to make sure my eyes were interpreting the sight correctly.

“It’s - it’s gone,” I whispered, my body strung out and buzzing with too much stimulus. 

“You healed me.” His eyes never left mine and the admiration I found in his enchanting gaze stole my breath. “My little warrior.”

Our lips clashed in a frenzy as our fervor converted into passion. I moaned as the feeling of his lips raked against mine, and I pulled him closer. I couldn’t get enough of him.

The action seemed to snap Ruhan’s resolve, and his hands joined mine as they roved over each other, feeling, touching each other like it was the only thing in the world that mattered, was to feel the other against our body.

Because it was.

He rolled me under him, and I moaned in approval, shocked to find my clothes were already gone. I didn’t care how it happened, only that he joined me. I tore at his clothes, frantic to get them off. He helped me, his hectic movements only spurring me on as his clothes joined us on the floor. 

Frustrated, he reached over to a dagger lying on the floor nearby and cut his clothes off. I laughed, and the joyous sound reached into the rafters of the little cottage. Ruhan’s movements stilled at the sound, pulling back to look at me. 

As I looked at him, the smile that broke over his face brought tears to my eyes.

He leaned forward, as if he couldn’t stop himself, and settled his lips on mine, caressing them gently, teasing them open. I let him in, the feeling of his tongue tangling with mine overwhelming. I pushed for more, and he gladly gave it, ravishing my mouth with undeniable skill.

Kissing Ruhan was like magic, intense and all-consuming.

I felt my magic respond to the kiss, feeling that all too familiar torrent that seemed to spring up whenever he was near. I wasn’t sure how I could have magic again so quickly after exhausting it, but I was too absorbed in Ruhan to pay much attention. Especially as his hand found my breast.

The exquisite sensation of him playing with my nipples brought me to the precipice, and I writhed, desperate for him to help me reach the crest. 

“Is this what you want?” Ruhan moved his hand slowly to my center, and I sobbed as he teased my folds, so tantalizingly close to that little bundle of nerves. 

“Yes. Please!” I writhed, barely able to think, much less talk. So I let my body do the talking for me.

I lifted my hips, an offering for him, and his eyes sparked. He held my gaze salaciously as he lowered his head, prolonging the torment. The obscene sight of his head bowed between  my thighs brought a gush of arousal, and I nearly came as he licked my seam, hips bucking. He licked and sucked my folds, pumping into me with his fingers and bringing me heights I’d never soared.

“You’re perfection.” Ruhan breathed as he looked up, and I nearly drowned in his expression. His eyes were dark pools of erotic satisfaction, and he looked at me as if I were his world.

Just when I thought I couldn’t go any higher, I felt his magic tease mine, flirting with it coquettishly. My magic responded, and I gave in to the sensation.

“Ruhan!” His name tore from my lips as his tongue feasted obscenely at my core, and I exploded as his teeth grazed across my nub. 

“Are you ready for me?” He asked, taunting me as he lined himself up, holding back until I responded.

My body and magic thrashed, intoxicated. I couldn’t formulate words in response, so I wrapped my legs around his body and pulled him closer.

He entered me with a single stroke and our magic swelled, mixing and swirling in time with his frenzied thrusts as he drew in and out. With each pump our magic mingled closer, with each undulation of my inner walls our magic integrated until it detonated, taking us with it.

As we lay panting in the aftermath, Ruhan rolled me on top of him and kissed the top of my hair, the tenderness of the action making my heart squeeze. 

“I love you, my soulmate.” He whispered into my hair.

Soulmate. The words felt right, settling into my heart like a soft summer rain as I repeated them back.

This Fae, this brave hearted male who had stolen my heart, worshiped my body as we lay on the floor of my tiny cottage beside the bodies of our enemies, and it was perfection. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Dawn broke over the horizon and peeked through the window of the cottage, and I stirred, finding a warm hand flung over me. I stilled, and the memories of the night before rushed back to me.

I blushed and looked around.

We were still lying on the floor, clothes scattered all around us.

I didn’t see the bodies of the assassins, but there were still pools of blood and wide bloody tracks leading to the door where they had been dragged. I wondered when Ruhan had moved them out - I hadn’t even felt him get up.

“Mmmm.” The Fae in question, my soulmate, squeezed his arm tighter around me, and I snuggled into the embrace. I didn’t ever want to get up.

“Finally, you’re awake!”

The discordant sound of Fiach’s irritable voice disrupted our post-coital bliss, and I reached for the first thing my hands could grab and threw it in his direction. 

He dodged the belt with irritating ease, and I started searching for something else to throw.

Ruhan snickered and grabbed the shoe from my hand. “Thank you for defending my honor, but I’m going to need that. It’s almost time to leave for the castle.”

Oh, verdak! I’d forgotten. “Are you sure you’re okay enough to go?” The thought of him being harmed was incomprehensible.

Ruhan pulled me close and kissed me soundly, ignoring my morning breath. He wrapped his hand around my neck, and I melted into him. “You healed me. I’m fine, beloved.” 

He danced out of my embrace with a laugh, his natural Fae grace on display. With a huff, I joined him in getting ready, and the scale of our endeavor began to sink in with startling finality. 

I had finally found my soulmate, and we were going to kill a King. Together.

We were going to change the face of Verlen.

Either that or die trying.

I sent a prayer to Lady Lada that it wasn’t the latter.

Just as we finished getting dressed, a booming knock filled the cottage. Ruahn and I shared a look as he grabbed his Morgenstern and ghosted towards the door. I nodded to him, indicating I was ready, and I reached for my magic.

He swung the door open.

“Matteo!”

The men embraced with a manly pounding on each other's back, and I relaxed.

“Are you ready- whoa! What happened here?” He questioned, eyes round as he took in the bloody sight.

“The King’s assassins.” Ruhan’s voice was terse. “I need to warn the rest of the council and make sure they have enough protections to last us until we return.”

“If we return.” Matteo smirked, black humor coating his remark.

Ruhan smirked back, then grabbed me in an all consuming kiss that he cut off far too soon. “I’ll be right back,” he promised.

Watching him walk away was all kinds of yummy.

Matteo caught my ogling with a raised eyebrow, and I blushed. “Don’t start, “ I warned, and Matteo held up his hands in surrender as I pushed past him out the door.

“I was just going to say it’s about time,” he said unrepentantly. 

I rolled my eyes and tried to hide my pleased flush as we joined Arend. There were only five of us going as the Fae council had wanted to keep the party as small as possible. There was just Matteo, Arend, Aldric, Ruhan, and myself.

As we waited for Ruhan to join us, I turned to Matteo, a question I had been dying to ask since I first met him on my lips.

“How are you able to portal?”

Matteo grinned at the question. “That’s been bothering you for a while, hasn’t it?”

I rolled my eyes into a glare, and he laughed at my expression. “Arend and I are each other’s polar opposites. It’s very rare for Fae to actually find their polar opposite, but when they do, it’s an honor, as our magics are able to blend to create powerful magic. Lada bestows a special gift on polar opposites. For us, it was portal magic.”

I stared at him, open mouthed. “So portal magic isn’t a typical Fae magic”

He rubbed the back of his neck contemplatively. “Yes and no. The Fae council can do it, but it requires each member to join their magics together to do so. Arend and I are able to do it on our own, though, and that’s not typical.” He shrugged depricatively. 

“That - that’s actually really impressive.”

Arend walked over in time to catch the tail end of our conversation and stood beside Matteo, arms folded across his chest. I looked at the grumpy Fae with new eyes. 

“Is Matteo bragging again?”

“Hey!” Matteo feigned offense, hand over his heart. 

“What are we waiting for? Matteo, Arend, let’s get that portal going!” Ruhan teased as he walked up, Aldric behind him. 

As the two Fae’s joined hands began to glow, I watched them closely. There was so much to understand about the inner workings of magic, and I couldn’t wait to learn it all.

~*~

I looked over the marketplace, hand in hand with Ruhan, and marveled at the lack of change. It was exactly as I remembered, from the hawkers shouting their wares, to the gaily colored banners fluttering in the wind, to the stoic soldiers standing at the edges. I ducked my head, suddenly swarmed by doubt at the sight of the soldiers. Double the normal number of soldiers.

How could just five of us hope to change an entire kingdom?

As if sensing my distress, Ruhan squeezed my hand. I shook off the thought and focused on the plan.

“You good?” His eyes searched mine and I reassured him with a nod. He nodded. “Just stick to the plan and you’ll be fine. I’m right behind you.”

I kissed his cheek and ducked into the market.

The plan was simple. I would buy a few items from the vendors, then open the servant’s door to the castle. One by one I would sneak Ruhan, Matteo, and Arend into the passageway with me, leaving Aldric outside in case we needed a distraction. Or a rescue.

I shook my head at the thought, refusing to let it take root in my mind.

No, we would be successful. I couldn’t allow anything less.

“Aye, can you believe it? All those poor children!”

The words caught my attention, and I stopped near the stall to hear more.

“Does she really eat them?”

My gorge rose into my throat, and I swallowed hard to keep it down. What in Perun’s name was going on?

“Aye, that’s what folk be sayin’. She lives alone, deep in the Dark Woods and tempts children into her house made of gingerbread, they say. Once they go in, they never be seen again. But she comes out, looking fatter and fatter each time. You tell me what she be doing to them if not eating them?”

“Are you looking for any flowers in particular, dear?” 

I startled at the voice at my elbow. Looking around, I noticed I had stopped at the flower stall, so engrossed in what was being said that I hadn’t paid attention. “Yes please. These are fine.” I pointed to the iris under my nose.

I paid for my purchase with money Aldric had given me and continued making my way to the castle. I could feel Ruhan on the periphery of my magic and marveled once again at the novel feeling of belonging.

Soulmates. I could hardly believe it. I couldn’t wait to tell Mutti and introduce her to Ruhan. Before I could get too deep in my feels, I made it to the servant’s entrance. I subtly glanced around, making sure the coast was clear before whistling.

Warm hands wrapped around my waist in a comforting squeeze before the whistle even fully left my lips. He must have stayed awfully close. I smirked. “Couldn't bear to stay away?”

“From you? Never.” He breathed into my hair.

Matteo popped up beside us and pushed Ruhan through the door with a teasing shove. “Keep moving, lover boy! We’ve got a schedule to keep.”

Ruhan growled at him, but continued down the path, Arend following with an eye roll at Matteo’s antics.

Quietly, I shut the door and followed the Fae males.

The passageway smelled mustier than I remembered, but I brushed away the thought. I had been living in or near the woods for a little over ten years and had gotten used to the fresh smell of pine. In comparison, I couldn’t remember the castle ever smelling particularly fresh.

The Fae stopped at a fork in the passageway and waited for me. 

“You and I are going to look for the Prince, and Matteo and Arend are going to make their way to the Great Hall until we meet them there,” Ruhan reminded us all of the plan, and we nodded.

“Choose honor.” The males clasped hands and the formality was not lost on me.

I watched Matteo and Arend a moment as they parted ways, then turned to Ruhan. “Choose honor?” I questioned.

He shrugged, “It’s a formal farewell among the Fae. It’s our way of saying we’ll see them soon.”

I nodded, remembering back to when I also feared Ruhan as the Dark Fae, comparing the stories with the male before me. The one I planned to grow old with. “Did you hear the story of the wicked witch deep in the Dark Woods?”

His eyes sparkled as he cocked his head. “The wicked witch?”

I nodded and tucked my hand into the crook of his arm as we walked down the passageway. “Apparently she has a house made of gingerbread that she tempts children into and then eats them.” I barely suppress a shudder.

He drew back a pace. “She sounds even fiercer than the Dark Fae,” he said evenly after a pause.

“I hope we’re doing the right thing.”

He sighed. “Me too.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


The passageway seemed eerily silent, and I had a sinking feeling in my gut. There should be more people roaming about, but we’d only had to dodge two servants, neither of whom I recognized.

I lead Ruhan through the castle to Berengar’s rooms, passing nearby the kitchen as I did so, but I didn’t even see my Mutti. I tried remaining hopeful, but as we got nearer to Berengar’s rooms, the emptiness began to weigh on me.

Ruhan pulled me into an empty room to avoid a servant, and I almost sagged in relief, until I noticed the room I was in. We were in one of the rooms overlooking the courtyard. I walked over to the window, remembering the times I would sneak out to expel some of my pent up magic, roaming through the moonlit plants as the rest of the castle slumbered. I wished I could have said a word of encouragement to the younger me, let her know that no matter how hard the night might be, the sun would always rise again. We would be okay in the end. I rested my head against the window.

“We have to keep moving,” Ruhan muttered gently as he walked up behind me and rubbed my back.

I sighed into the movement. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” He kissed my cheek. “But we still have to keep moving.”

I swiped at him as I smirked, and he playfully dodged the half-hearted blow.

Bang!

Ruhan and I turned at the sound, Ruhan reaching for his hidden Morganstern as I reached for my magic.

“Berengar!” I cried his name as I rushed towards him, wrapping my arms around his soaked shirt. Wait, why was he wet? I pulled back and looked at him as he stood, stiffly, covered in sweat. 

I looked up at his face, and the eyes that looked back at me didn’t belong to my friend. I let my arms fall loosely to my side as I took a step back. “Berengar?” I resist the temptation to shake him, half afraid of how this stranger in front of me might retaliate.

Ruhan steps up to my back and wraps his arm around my waist, protectively. Claiming. 

Berengar’s eyes clicked towards the familiar gesture, and I thought I saw a flicker of my friend for a moment, until a familiar voice filled my ears.

“So you’ve returned at last. I’m half surprised you’re still alive.”

Cold horror filled me as the King stepped into view behind Berengar. I simply stood there, numb, until Ruhan grabbed my waist with one hand and pushed me behind him, his other holding his trusty Morganstern in front of us.

“That won’t do you any good here.” The king laughed, the sound grating against my raw nerves. Then I realized what he ment, as assassins began pouring into the room, surrounding us. The king turned to one of them and motioned towards Ruhan’s weapon. “Take it away.”

Ruhan sank into a fighting stance, daring the assassin to come and take it. The assassin didn’t take a single step. He simply raised his hands and used magic to take Ruhan’s Morgenstern away. I gaped at him, and even Ruhan seemed taken back.

The King, who forbade magic and banished me for using magic to save his son’s life, was allowing magic? Utilizing it for his own purposes? The duplicity had me seeing red. I turned to Berengar, my once friend, but his eyes were blank, nothing of my friend seemed to shine out of them. I tried anyway.

“Berengar, you know me. I was your friend, why are y-”

“Ignore them.” King Almains interrupted, and I watched a slight shudder barely shake my friend’s sturdy frame. Berengar still didn’t utter a single word.

I turned to the King, furious. “What have you done? You must have done something!” I took a step toward the King in my anger, and Ruhan grabbed a hold of my waist, stopping me.

The full weight of the King’s ire fell on my shoulders, and I almost bowed at the weight. “What have I done? You dare to ask that of me? What right do you have to question me, to question my rule? You, who were banished from this castle, this castle that fed you, clothed you, allowed you to stay under this roof, allowed you to stay in my presence, and yet you defy orders and return once more? I have been more than merciful, and yet you persist in being a thorn in my side. I have done nothing but be merciful for my son’s sake, and yet you attack me.

“What have I done? I have made my son strong so that he may rule when his time comes. I have made sure my kingdom is safe from the likes of your companion, the hexblood who seek to poison our very land. I have secured my people, only to be faced with usurpers and traitors like yourself. How dare you ask me what I have done? I should kill you where you stand, remind you that you are in the presence of your King.” He seethed, and I could see the mania creeping into his eyes, the hint of insanity that I had forgotten about.

Spittle flew from his mouth as he continued to spew his propaganda. “I am the reason this kingdom still exists! I am the reason the very land is whole, that Verlen has not been invaded. It is because of my sacrifices that we have not been overrun, that we are still in control, and not the Fae. Me! I am the law. I am the rule! This kingdom bows to me, and to me alone! How dare you question me?”

I stood, staring at the king as he continued his word vomit. I turned my attention once again to Berengar, unable to correlate my friend with the man who stood in front of me. I had saved his life, and he had saved mine, yet it seemed as if he was trying to pretend none of that had happened. I felt my heart crack under the weight of his betrayal, all my hopes for a better future shattered.

I had been so sure that my friend would never change. I wiped a tear from my face as it trickled down my cheek.

“Your tears will not save you, hexblood lover!” The King roared, having completely worked himself up with his tirade. “Seize them!”

I felt an oily substance as it cascaded over my head, coating both my and my magic so I could barely breathe. I reached for my magic, but it felt gummy, as if it too was bound and unable to move. I could see Ruhan struggling out of the corner of my eye, faring no better than I was.

Panic grabbed me by the throat with her icy fingers and squeezed.

The assassins had yet to move, and yet we were completely immoble, save for our feet. I found out why a moment later, as Prince Berengar grabbed both of us by the arms, one on either side of him, and moved us through the door. As we passed King Almains, victory coated his face, and the sight made me sick.

We were well and truly caught.

I stumbled at Prince Berengar’s side, trying to keep up as he ushered us to the Great Hall, depositing us in a heap at the foot of King Almain’s throne.

With a jaunty, malicious step, King Almains walked past us to sit on his throne, his seat of power. I sneered at his actions and he noted the look on my face.

“Ah, Katharina.” He sighed and I grit my teeth at the sound. “You never could just do what was expected of you, could you?”

I tried to retort, but the oily feeling entered my mouth at the attempt, and I choked. 

The King tutted, and I could see Ruhan trying to get my attention, but I ignored him. I couldn't bear to see his reproach. I had been so certain, so certain, that Berengar would be the answer. And now, yet again, the lives of the people I loved were at stake because I chose poorly.

No, I couldn’t bear to look at my soul mate right now. Even if he forgave me, I’m not sure I could forgive myself.

“I should have just killed you when you saved Berengar and ruined all my careful planning. I had spent months, months! Trying to find the perfect spell that would suit my needs, and then you show up with your magic, a servant! And spoil all my hardwon plans.

Still, I was able to turn it around. Now I have my son under my control and at my side. Not half bad, if you ask me.”

I looked between Prince Berengar and King Almains, shocked. He had tried to kill his own son? And yet Prince Berengar and the assassins surrounding us didn’t even flinch at the revelation. As if they already knew and were okay with the knowledge. 

The king sighed in satisfaction. “How does it feel, Katharina? How does it feel to know that the boy you once knew is now under my control? Yes, you saved his life, but he has no autonomy, no will. If I tell him to strangle you -” the King snapped his fingers, and Berengar woodenly picked me up by the throat, feet dangling, “he will.”

I choked, eyes filling with tears as I struggled to draw air into my lungs. I looked into Prince Berengar’s eyes, hoping to see him deep inside, but it’s as if the man before me is a soulless shell. Filled only with King Almains wishes. I kicked harder, panic setting in as my brain was deprived of oxygen. 

Dimly, I heard Ruhan roar behind me, and the sound filled me with heartache. This couldn’t be how I die, could it?

The king snapped his fingers again, and I fell to the ground, coughing as I desperately drew gasping lungfuls of air. 

“You are insignificant. You thought you could defy me, allow others to die in your stead? I admit I was rather impressed when you allowed your lover to be killed in your stead.” He chuckled sadistically, and I whipped my head towards Ruhan, lungs frozen. The king roared with laughter. “Another lover so soon? My my, Katharina, you are full of surprises.”

Waren. My Waren.

My heart squeezed at the thought of him suffering at the hands of the King's assassins. I clenched my fists, fighting against the oily hold on my body. Waren was innocent - his only crime had been loving me. King Almains was pure evil. He needed to be stopped.

I raised my eyes to glare at the king, and the sigh that greeted me had me freezing in place. There, peeking through the window behind the throne, was the serious face of Arend. He’d never looked more delightful than he did that very moment. I averted my eyes quickly before I gave his position away. I hoped Matteo was with him.

Focusing back on the king, I spat at him to get his attention. My spittle splashed against his shoes, and his glittering rage almost made me wish I hadn’t.

Almost. 

“You dare spit at your king? You dare remain defiant in the face of all I have taken from you?” His features turned cunning at the emotions he spied across my face. “You still think there is hope for you, don’t you? You don’t realize how completely I have prepared for this moment to ensure you have nothing left to thwart my plans. Look at your Fae lover.” He jerked his head towards Ruhan and I grasped desperately for my bound magic. No! “You have signed his death warrant by bringing him here.”

Ruhan’s eyes turned to me, and the love I saw shining out of them filled my veins with fire. 

“My son, who was once your friend, is now under my control. Your friends who had once cared for you, sheltered you, they have all turned against you. Your human lover and your Mutti are both dead, by my hand, and neither of their sacrifices can save you now. You can spit at me all you want, but Katharina? You have already lost.”

He leaned forward, looking down at me, and my fury knew no bounds. So that is why I couldn’t find my Mutti in the castle. That is why she never came to me, even after she promised she would. I had waited for her, both hoping and dreading that she would come. But she couldn’t, for King Almains had killed her. Because of me. 

My magic roared inside me. I would never again allow my love to be turned against me, I decided in that moment. Instead, I would wield it like the power that it was. I let my love, my fierce desire to protect all those I loved fill me. Slowly, it began to eat away at the oily substance binding me, and I stoked it, letting my passion grow.

“You lost the moment you saved my son, the moment you thought you could stand against me. You are nothing, and I’m going to enjoy destroying you.”

The king snapped his fingers again, this time pointing toward Ruhan. I closed my eyes, knowing if I let myself be distracted it would be too late to save him.

The steps of an assassin drew near, but I focus on the oily feeling coating my magic. It was almost gone, I just needed another moment - Ruhan began gagging, and the sound filled my ears like thunder. I couldn't’ get away from the sound, it filled me, called to my magic and demanded that it respond. 

Several things happened all at once at that moment.

Matteo and Arend appeared at Ruhan’s side, a portal behind them.

An explosion outside rocked the castle, shaking the very foundation, as loose stones fell around us.

And a breath later, my magic burned through the oily substance and detonated.


EPILOGUE


Isnuggled deeper into the warm embrace of my soulmate.

Soulmate.

I would never take that for granted.

Warm arms squeezed me lightly, and I turned to look into the now awake eyes of my Fae lover. 

“Did you sleep well?” his voice rumbled through me, pooling in my center. He could have me ready for him with a single word. 

“Hmmm…” I stretched, making sure my breasts raked against him.

His answering growl had my toes curling. “If you keep that up, we’ll miss berengar’s official coronation.”

He did have a point. “Berengar has been ruling for months now, this coronation is just a formality.” I teased my hand down his front, stopping just shy of his erection before removing my hand. “But if you really want to go-” I made as if I would get out of bed.

“Don’t you dare.” Ruhan pounced on me, pulling me back toward him and rubbing himself against my back. He nuzzled his nose into the crook of my neck. He pulled back at my squeak and smirked at my flushed face. “You’re playing with fire and lightning, baby. Careful or you might get zapped.”

I grabbed his face with both my hands, pulling him in for an all encompassing kiss. I would never get enough of his kisses.

This male kissed like the eye of a storm, everything around me could be spinning chaos, but in his arms, I would be perfectly, intensely deliriously happy.  It was all my Mutti ever wanted for me.

I pulled back with a sigh and rested my head on his chest. “I wish you could have met her.” I whispered. “She would have loved you.”

He held me tighter. “I’m sorry for your loss.” He let out a little sigh and kissed my forehead. “But from what you’ve told me, she missed her soulmate, your father. It’s some comfort knowing she’s back with him.”

I sniffed, the ever present tears when my Mutti was mentioned making themself known. I nodded into his chest, not ready to voice my thoughts. I still missed her desperately, but it was some consolation knowing she was finally with him again, the man I had never been able to know.

I looked at Ruhan, and I let him see into my soul. This man who held my heart so tenderly. “If anything ever happened to you, I don’t know that I could bear it. I don’t think I’m as strong like her, to be able to continue living after you’re gone.” I sniffed, my emotions near the surface like they always seemed to be lately.

“I know the feeling.” His lips brushed my shoulder as his hands drifted lower. “But I need to promise me that you will.”

He raised his head as his hand settled on the slight swell of my stomach. “Promise me that if anything happens to me, you’ll live. For him.”

Tears spilled over as I was unable to hold them back, my damn emotions unruly. His face was at once so full of pride and heartbreak that I couldn’t only nod in response. I rested my hand over his and moved it to the side with a gasp. “Did you feel that?” My watery voice wavered as I felt the baby move.

He laughed, “No, not yet. But I can feel his magic.” His voice changed to wonder. “Katharina, I can feel his magic!” He whispered, eyes brightening with recognition.

We shared this precious moment together, looking at each other in amazement as our future became real in a way it had never been before. 

Gently, he lowered his lips to gently brush against mine. I reveled in the sweetness of the moment as he teased me with feather light kisses.

I nibbled on his lip, tugging his bottom lip between my teeth and he growled. The sound reached deep inside me, wetness gushing forward at the sound. I threw my leg over his hip as I arched into him, letting him feel just exactly how much he affected me.

He groaned as his fingers found my nipple and expertly tweaked it, pulling a groan from me to join and tangle with his.

We would be late to the coronation after all.

After all, we had done our part, and now we could fade into the tapestry as we focused on living, on our family. It didn’t matter if history never even knew our story, we knew it. And that was enough.
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