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  To the Wyrd ones.  To the ones who don't fit and never will.  You're not the wrong shape; they're just trying to put you in the wrong box.








  
  Chapter 1


When words combine with intent, the most basic magic can be done.  It is magic that transcends race, bloodline, religion, and training because that is how this world was created.  
A word and a thought.  ~Vyran the Black, A History of Magic and Dragons


The wind knows it carries the scent of death, but the deer doesn’t.  Standing in the clearing fifteen yards in front of me, it quietly chews the grass.  Sunlight streams through the forest, illuminating this tiny piece of green in an otherwise dark world. 
Seconds pass by as I watch it.  Sweat runs down my brow and falls to the forest floor, splashing on dry leaves which have fallen from the bushes I kneel behind.  This is what I was born to do.  The yew wood shaft of my spear is well worn, and my fingers grip it as naturally as I’d hold a spoon or a bucket.
The world is silent other than the quiet crunching of the deer chewing in the clearing, yet I know something is wrong.
My feet scream at me to move, to silently run those fifteen yards with spear in hand, as I have so many times in the past.  The chill that runs down my spine tells me to wait.  Something has me on edge, and I’m not entirely sure what it is.  The stag’s ears perk up, and he stops chewing, his massive horns rising into the air as he goes on high alert.
It’s not me he hears, though.  His ears turn, focusing on the bushes directly across the clearing from me.
The forest around the village of Blackgrove, my home, is thick and musty.  Dark green moss covers more trees than not, and dead leaves and branches litter the forest floor, making it difficult to move unheard.  The deer’s ears are better than mine, and I don’t doubt that there’s something looking into the clearing from the other side.  
It’s noon in the middle of summer, and there shouldn’t be any predators out right now.  They should be waiting until evening to escape the heat of the day that’s drawn beads of sweat on my skin.  The world isn’t what it should be anymore.  Everyone and everything is a little off.
I grip the spear tighter, my thumb pressed over the glyph burned in black along the yew shaft, and I know my instincts were right.  There was a reason I didn’t want to rush the deer.
The crack of a broken branch spooks the deer, and he bolts away from the sound, directly toward me.  I catch two flashes of gray out of the corner of my eye as the stag comes within arm’s reach of me.  Instinct drives the spear forward.  Training and years of experience guide the tip of the spear toward the deer’s chest, not thought.  No, it’s certainly not thought, because all I can think of are the gray wolves bounding toward me.
Two wolves want this deer more than I do.  The male and female, both of whom are leaner than they should be at this time of the year catch sight of me after my spear is firmly embedded in the deer’s chest.
“Taldor’s eye.”  I mutter the god of bad luck’s name as the deer falls to the ground only a few feet away, pulling my spear out of my hand as it skids to a stop.  Dead with eyes wide open, the strike couldn’t have been cleaner, but my instincts have put me in a terrible position.  Having to deal with a pair of wolves at midday can only be attributed to bad luck.  Having to scramble for my spear is even worse, and I can’t help but think that the god of misfortune has his eye on me.  I recover the weapon while the wolves begin to growl.  They’re hungry.  All the animals are these days.
They know I’m human, and I could be dangerous.  Hungry animals tend to take risks, though.  I look into their eyes as I yank the spear out of the stag’s chest and hold it in front of me.  Those eyes are desperate, and there’s no doubt that they’re more than hungry.  They’re starving.  I give another look at the deer.  It’s beautiful, and those horns would fetch a good price in town, but I don’t need the money or the meat.  I could fight the wolves, but what would be the point?
“You win,” I say, slowly backing away.  I crouch, trying to make myself look small as I take step after step away from them.  Wolves are smarter than most animals in the forest and work together.  The best thing I can do is look less interesting than the dead prey that’s lying on the forest floor.  
Vesta, my tutor, taught me the rules for dealing with wolves by the time that I could read.  If I look away, they’ll be on me in an instant.  If I maintain eye contact, they’ll hesitate.  They’ll think about whether they really want to hunt me or if they’d rather take the easy prey.
But they’re starving, and there are two of them.  The growls get louder as they try to convince me to run, to give them my back.
“No,” I growl back, trying to sound just as ferocious as they are, and consider climbing a tree.  No, as soon as I look away from them, they’ll be on me.  The best chance I have to escape the fight they both seem to want is to just keep slowly backing away.  Make them choose whether to follow me or to stay with the easy meal.
They obviously don’t like that idea as they split up, moving to treat me just like they’d treat a moose or elk or any other dangerous prey.  One wolf holds the prey’s attention, and the other harries its back.  Damn them.  They’re going to make me fight.
I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, allowing my body to feel the world around me just like Vesta forced me to do every day before and after our lessons.  My thumb presses against the glyph on the spear, and I feel more grounded.  The forest seems quieter, as though everything is watching.  I stare into the golden eyes of the wolf in front of me.  
She’s beautiful with a pristine gray coat.  She’s in peak physical condition: thin, but there’s no sign of old age or adolescence.  My eyes follow her, but I haven’t forgotten her hunting partner.  Her ears lay flat as she growls, her hackles rising, and I growl back, but she doesn’t falter any more than I do.  Then the sound of paws against fallen leaves betrays the one behind me.  I may not be looking at him, but I know the sound of a wolf preparing to leap.
I spin as the male attacks, and my spear is already moving.  The wolves never really had a chance against me.  The fire-hardened tip of the spear finds the male’s throat, and I’ve already turned back to the female before she realizes what’s happened to her companion.  A stab through the throat is far less likely to catch a spear and rip it out of my hands than one to the chest.  There are fewer bones to catch and hold the tip.
My spear comes up in front of me, blood dripping down the shaft.  The female’s eyes move to that deadly tip, her growl getting deeper, and I can feel her fear.  Wolves aren’t used to becoming prey.  Yes, they may be injured while hunting, but never like this.  Never so easily, so cleanly.  
Spurting blood from a gaping hole in its neck, the male tries to stand but fails.  The female’s hackles are still raised, but she’s uncertain, and her eyes move between me and the male.  This time, when I growl at the female that’s still standing unwounded, she falters, taking a few steps back.  She knows that most humans don’t move like this.
I take the time to look down at the wolf that I stabbed, and I curse.  “Why couldn’t you two have just let me walk away?”
The female takes another few steps back, and I press her hesitation, jumping toward her.  She immediately runs back to the deer, hoping that I won’t give real chase.  I look down at the wounded male again and sigh.
Blood is pooling around him.  He tries to whimper, but it comes out in a gurgle.  There’s nothing to be done for him, though.  You can’t patch up a wound like that.  There is fear in his gold eyes.  There’s no pain at this point.  Just confusion and fear.  It doesn’t understand what’s happening.  I run my hand over the wolf’s head, my fingers moving through the thick gray fur, and I wish that there was anything to do for it.
A deer is food.  Its hide would become clothes, its horns would become handles to knives, and its bones would become broth.  A wolf?  The most I can do with it is take the hide and leave the rest to the scavengers. 
A waste in a world that’s starving.  Sad in a world that doesn’t have enough laughter.  The dying wolf looks up at me as I run my hand over its head.  My bloody fingers do their best to bring comfort to it.
“It’s okay,” I whisper.  “Don’t fight it.  Just let go and find better woods to run in.”  I move my fingers over his ear, not really knowing if it’s bringing him comfort or terrifying him.  I can’t just walk away.
The wolf shakes for a moment, his muscles tensing one last time, and this time, his chest doesn’t rise again.  I give the still-living wolf one glance as she stands over the deer, still crouched and ready to fight if need be.
“Keep it,” I say.  I take a deep breath and let it out softly.  “I hope it was worth it.”
The wolf growls, but she knows that nothing good will come of trying to fight with me.  I take another deep breath and scoop up the wolf, throwing it over my shoulder.  He’s lighter than I’d thought he’d be.  They really are starving.
I give a nod to the female and walk backward away from her until the trees separate us.  It’s only then that I notice the two pups crawling out of the brush behind the she-wolf.  Starving with pups barely big enough to leave the den.  Now there’s one less provider.  
Damn this forsaken world.  If you listen to the old men’s stories in the tavern, you’d think that wolves never attacked humans when they were young men.  If this same situation had happened, the wolves wouldn’t have even tried to take the deer, much less attack me for food.
The world has changed.  In the last thirty years, the world has shifted.  Monsters walk the woods and make the wolves look cuddly.  There are fewer and fewer animals born each year, and so many of them are wrong.  Deformed.  Scales instead of fur or fur instead of scales.  Three or five legs instead of four.  Or they’re born with bones that won’t support them.
Something happened in the last thirty years, and the world didn’t just shift.  It’s begun to die.  There’s nothing to be done about it.  How could anyone fix something like that?  It’s a problem that kings and mages… and Fae have to deal with.
Maybe someone should pray to the Shade for that.  Or maybe even he can’t fix something of that magnitude.
There’s only one thing that’s for sure.  The world is dying, and the only thing I can do is try not to die alongside it.






  
  Chapter 2


One cloak was given to my House.  Darkness given form.  Power for the powerless.  For one who will change the fate of himself and the many.  The Shadowed Cloak will be the undoing of kingdoms, but according to Calyr, it is the final piece. ~Vyran the Black, A History of Magic and Dragons


My back aches from hauling the wolf all the way home.  My clothes, hands, and face are covered in its blood, and I’m still furious.  I’d wanted the deer.  Fresh venison for dinner sounded wonderful. 
The sun blazes down on the world, but a swift breeze flows through the clearing around the house I’ve lived in since I was eight.  The bright sunlight and cooling wind are a stark difference from the dark staleness under the oppressive forest.  Long grass in the clearing rasps against my legs as I walk through thick patches.  My eyes linger on the house that I live in with my aunt, uncle, and cousin.  
“Such a waste,” I mutter for the hundredth time in the past hour.  All I’m left with is a pelt and the knowledge that the wolves around Blackgrove are hungrier than any summer I remember.  There’s half a rabbit left in the cellar.  It’s enough to make a stew, but rabbit flavored broth isn’t the same as venison steaks.
It’s not for lack of skill or trying that we keep running low on meat.  Everyone in Blackgrove knows I’m the best hunter this side of the river, and I spend nearly all day in these woods.  The villagers may clutch at their iron nails and move to the other side of the street when they see me, but no one disagrees with who the best hunter in the village is.  
There simply isn’t enough game anymore.
I’ve heard people talk about the Fae moving through our woods, and at least part of me wonders if that’s what’s happened to all the animals.  Yet, no people have gone missing lately, so I doubt it’s the Fae.  Vesta taught me that they’ll eat humans as readily as they’d eat a deer.  
In a village the size of Blackgrove, I was lucky to have a tutor as knowledgeable as Vesta.  She taught me to be the hunter I am, but she also taught me about the world beyond Blackgrove.  Especially when it came to the Immortal races collectively known as the Fae.  
The Fae aren’t all one species.  There are dozens or even hundreds of types of them.  From the hobgoblins to the pixies to the High Fae, all of them are dangerous, and I’d prefer they stay in Draenyth, far away from Blackgrove.
Vesta taught me that they wield dangerous magic.  Some can fly and others can light the world on fire.  Some can lure me in with their songs and others are impossible to see until their claws and teeth are already in me.
Luckily, all I had to deal with today were wolves.  If it had been Fae, I’d be dead.
When I get back to the townhouse, I’m surprised to I hear my cousin Hazel through an open window.  She’s singing as she occasionally does in the middle of the day, but why is she home right now?  I had expected her to be in town with Aunt Prudence until evening.
I try to relax, knowing how my best friend will react when she sees me.  My cousin Hazel is the only person in the world who cares whether I live or die.  After my father disappeared, I didn’t have anyone other than Vesta.  Vesta made sure that my Uncle Trevor and Aunt Prudence took me in.  I’d bet my bottom dollar they finally agreed because of the monthly income they receive from my father’s estate more than anything else.
Hazel isn’t like her parents, though.  She’s… she’s my only friend.  The only person who sees me as something more than “the Wyrdling”.  A Wyrdling is anyone with half Fae-blood running in their veins.  I can’t do any magic, so I’m obviously not a Wyrdling, but that doesn’t change how the other people in Blackgrove treat me.
My aunt and uncle certainly think that Fae blood runs in my veins and haven’t hid their belief that I’m “dangerous” and “strange” just like my mother.  She abandoned my father and me as soon as I could survive without her.  The villagers say she was Fae, but I don’t believe it one bit.  I wouldn’t need to be afraid of running into Fae in the woods if I were one of them.  
I huff just thinking about it.  I’m not any more dangerous than a soldier who’s trained with a spear, and I’m not any stranger than anyone who’s spent their life in the forest instead of around people.
It’s better this way, though.  I stay in the forests, away from most of the other people in the village, and Aunt Prudence and Uncle Trevor leave me alone.  They don’t have to deal with their Wyrdling ward.  I don’t have to deal with all the villagers that think I’m so dangerous.
I don’t know why they get nervous around me, but they do.  Everyone does.  Even people I’ve dealt with more times than I can count, like the furrier who’s bought more skins and pelts from me than anyone else in town.  Hazel is the only person, other than Vesta, who’s never nervous around me.
Except when I come home covered in blood.
She’s why I normally try to wash in the river after a hunt.  I don’t know what I’d do if Hazel had a reason to look at me with disgust in her eyes.  Today, I’d thought she’d still be in town, so I could clean up in the house instead of at the river.
There’s nothing to do about it now.  The best I can do is leave the wolf pelt outside to deal with later.
That’s why, when I walk into the townhouse, I know something’s different.  Hazel is staring out a window toward town as she hums that song.  Looking at the room, nothing seems out of place.  The beige curtains are pulled open like every day, the windows open to let in the breeze.  The carved wooden chairs and tables made of exotic dark woods that Aunt Prudence bought from a traveling merchant a few years ago are still there.
A light breeze blows past Hazel, catching pieces of her light brown hair in its movement as she smiles.  Her smile isn’t ever wide.  It’s never loud or obvious.  It’s safe and soft, never enough to draw attention to her even when we’re all alone.  No, you can’t tell if she’s happy or sad based on that smile.  It’s only in her eyes that you can see her emotions.
Hazel’s rich brown eyes hide her depth and happiness.  Her pale cheeks seem to always have just the slightest touch of rosiness to them.  The portrait of a blushing young woman, she was made for being in high society.  To wear beautiful dresses like the one she’s wearing now.
A violet muslin dress with puffy shoulders that’s tied around the middle.  It’s a happy dress, one that Aunt Prudence bought her for her birthday last year.  Between the dress and the gleam in her eye, I should have known that something special had happened today.
I miss it.  I’m too worried she’s going to scold me for looking like I’ve come home from a slaughter.  That’s why it surprises me so much when she rushes to me. “Maeve!”  She says my name in a way that makes me question whether she’s terrified or excited.  I don’t have time to say anything before she clarifies.  “Thomas Milligan asked Father for my hand!”
It’s her dream.  I’ve known I’ll probably never marry, but Hazel’s always wanted a big wedding.  She wants to wear a beautiful dress and be the center of attention.  Her greatest aspiration is to be happily married with a handful of children.  I’m glad that her fantasy has become a reality, but why did it have to be Thomas Milligan?  
It’s not surprising with his father owning the general goods store and Uncle Trevor being the richest person in town.  It’s a good match, and if I knew nothing about Thomas, I’d congratulate her and be just as excited as she is.  But I know things about him.
“Hazel…”  I know I’m not giving her a look she wants to see.  “Thomas isn’t the kind of man you should marry.  You can do so much better than him.”
Immediately, her excitement evaporates.  This is her lifelong dream, and I know I’m ruining it, but she can’t marry him.  “Why can’t you just be happy for me, Maeve?”  It breaks my heart to hear her say it like that.  It’s all she’s ever wanted, and I’m telling her she should turn it down.
Her soft smile is gone, and in its place is anger.  I can’t remember the last time she was angry at me.  I should just be quiet.  I should smile and wish her the best of luck, but I can’t see her miserable even if she’s angry about it.  “He’s not a good match.  Not that long ago, he spent his nights with Alayne Fairfax, and…”
“And what, Maeve?  What gossip are you going to bring me?  Something you heard from that furrier’s boy?  Or from the baker?  You should hear what she says about you.”  My fingers twitch at my side, wishing I could wring them across my spear as I try to maintain my calmness.  It’s been a bad day already, and now this.
Instead of explaining how I know, I say, “Thomas left her with bruises, Hazel.  He’s not a good man.  He’s not the kind of man you deserve.”
My cousin’s eyes open wide for a moment, but then she shakes her head.  “Just town gossip.  There’s no reason I should listen to it.”
I take her hand in mine.  Soft, clean, pampered hands compared to my rough and blood-covered ones.  We were raised together, but we were raised nothing alike.  Hazel Arden could end up in a court wearing puffy gowns and dancing with nobles.  I, on the other hand, won’t ever leave the forests around Blackgrove, and the idea of being stuck in a court makes me sick to my stomach.
“Hazel, I know he hurt her.”  The first day that Hazel had said she was interested in him, I’d begun following him, watching to see what kind of man he was.  I’d seen things that my sweet cousin shouldn’t have to hear about.
I can see the pain in her eyes.  She’d thought her wildest dreams were coming true, and I’m shattering them.  I don’t want to hurt her.  
She shakes her head softly.  “No one else says that,” she whispers.  “Why should I believe you instead of Father?  Father says he has a fantastic reputation.”
Because Uncle Trevor is a terrible man and shouldn’t have any right to judge another person’s quality.  “Because I know, Hazel.  You’ve always trusted me before, haven’t you?” 
She looks up at me with tears in her eyes.  “Maeve, why can’t you just be normal one day?  Why couldn’t you come home and congratulate me?  That’s what everyone else has done!  Why can’t you tell me he’s a good man and he’ll make a good husband like them?  For once, why can’t you just not be so strange?  I do trust you, and that makes it so much worse.”
That’s when she seems to notice that I’m covered in blood.  She jerks her hands away, and I see my mother’s ring slip off, but it’s forgotten almost immediately.  I know what’s coming next.  The look of disgust on her face.  The absolute revulsion in her eyes.  I’ve seen it too many times to not know it instantly.
“Maybe Mother and Father are right,” she whispers, the violet dress with its puffy sleeves swaying in the breeze.  She looks at me, those dark brown eyes taking my visage in.  The gore that covers the linen tunic and pants that I’m wearing makes me look wild.  The smell of death that surrounds me would have anyone confusing me with something feral.  She really takes me in, and I know what she sees.  She doesn’t see the cousin of the most eligible girl in Blackgrove.  No, she sees the same person that everyone else does.  
“Maybe everyone else is right about you, Maeve.  They all say I should stay away from you.  They say your mother was one of them, and you have Fae blood in your veins.  Who else would be comfortable walking around like you are?”
I’ve spent my life hearing the whispers about me, and not even once have I given into the anger that boils up inside me each time.  I’ve reminded myself that they don’t matter.  Even Aunt Prudence and Uncle Trevor’s comments haven’t ever gotten under my skin.  They’re little comments from little people.  Vesta taught me to control those emotions, to never let them get to me.
But Hazel… Other than Vesta, Hazel is the only person in the world that’s ever mattered to me after my father disappeared.
“You don’t mean that,” I whisper, and I can feel the growl rolling in my voice.  The wildness that I hide from the people in town starts to take hold of me.  The pure, animalistic anger that I’ve done everything I could to hide away.
“I do, Maeve.  Why can’t you just be normal for once?  Not,” she seems to hesitate for a moment and then says the one thing that I never believed she would say.  “Not like a Wyrdling.”
Wyrdling.  A half-blood.  Forgotten by the Fae.  Pushed out by mortals.  Destined to live alone forever.  The word that villagers whisper when I walk by.  The word I’ve hated more than anything my entire life.
Anger that was bubbling up inside me boils over, and I reach out for my cousin’s hand.  I’ve never been this furious.  I can’t remember ever wanting to break things this badly.
For the first time, I let go of the control I hold over my emotions.  Hazel tries to pull her hand away, but she’s slow.  Far, far slower than me.  My fingers close around her frail wrist, and when she tries to pry them off, I ignore her.
The anger inside me feels alive, and I can feel it screaming to get out.  I killed a wolf with no hesitation.  Right now, as I look into my cousin’s eyes, that anger wants to do so much more than kill.  It doesn’t want to end a threat.  It wants my cousin to hurt.
There’s fear in her eyes.  Deep down, I know that it’s that she’s seeing me like everyone else does.  The look in her eye is one I’ve seen too many times.
Wyrdling.  She said the word.  It’s like a physical pain rips through me as I stare into her fear-stricken eyes, and she screams.  Her hands claw at my fingers, but we both know she can’t match my strength.
“Stop, Maeve!  It hurts!”  Her voice should pull me away from the ache that throbs in my breast.  It should make me remember that I spent my childhood protecting her in the forests.  I started hunting because I could make a little extra money to buy things in town for the two of us. She’s the only person I’ve had in my life that cared about me.  Her voice in pain should shake me out of the grip that my anger has on me.
But it doesn’t.
Instead, it only gets worse.  I want her to hurt.  I want her to feel the pain that I’ve shouldered for all these years as people did anything they could to stay away from me.  “Maybe your parents were right,” I hiss.  “Maybe I am dangerous.”  I tighten my grip on her wrist, and something shifts inside of me.  The anger spikes, and then it’s gone.  She lets out a scream that’s wrong.
Immediately, I let go of Hazel’s wrist.  Right where my fingers were, there are thin black lines, like smoke.  They crawl up her arm, wrapping it in a spiderweb of hazy tendrils like a tattoo that’s just a little fuzzy.
I look on in horror as her other hand claws at the smokey lines hard enough to draw blood.  But the drops of blood aren’t red.  They’re a midnight black like ink running down her wrist and falling to the floor of the kitchen.
She tries to scream again, but it comes out as a hiss.  The lines keep climbing up her arm, slowly but surely.  Hazel’s eyes are filled with pure terror, no different from if she were watching a wolf bite her and was powerless to stop it.
For the first time in a very long time, I feel panic rush through me.  What can I do?  This is… not something I’m familiar with.  I can’t say the word even in my head.  It would mean that everything that people have said is true.  Magic.
That’s when I know what to do.  There’s almost no chance it’ll work, but almost no chance is better than nothing.
One of Hazel and my first lessons with Vesta was about the power of names.  And the example she used was the Shade.
I fall to my knees, trying my best to ignore Hazel and the panic that’s doing its best to fill me up.  If Vesta was right, then if I pray hard enough, there’s a chance that the Shade will hear me, and he’s said to be able to fix almost anything.  For a price.
Everyone has heard of the Shade.  But Vesta taught us just how to call to him.  She always said that if you could visualize someone well enough, and you put enough force into their name, you could draw them to you.  She told us that the Shade was used to listening to those calls.
I close my eyes and envision the image I’ve always had of the Shade.  A black-cloaked man whose head is bowed just slightly.  He’s quiet and barely moves.  If he’d been anyone else, he’d probably fade into the background, except that he exudes shadow magic.  Dark waves of inky shadows swirl around him like black water in a pool that only he’s in.
“Please Shade, hear my plea,” I say.  “Save my cousin, Shade.  I beg you.”  I focus on the image in my head, imagining the being whose name is both a curse and a cry of desperation.  Everything in me does its best to will him into being, even though the likelihood that he’d help a simple human girl is impossibly low.
I look at my cousin, see those terrible lines crawling across her skin.  Lines that I put there.  Hazel’s body contorts, her nails digging into her skin as she gasps for breath, and I don’t know what to do.  I’ve seen so many animals die from terrible wounds, and the only thing I could ever do was end their misery just a little faster.  There’s no doubt in my mind that my cousin is going to die, and there’s nothing I can do for her.  My hand goes to the belt knife at my waist, but I can’t actually pull the knife from its sheath.  Even though I see the fear and pain in her eyes, I can’t slide the metal across her throat like I’d do for something I’d hunted.  I can’t kill my cousin even if it there’s no saving her.
And then there’s a subtle shifting in the air, like opening a window to a stuffy room.  A sudden change in the pressure, and I know that he’s here.  Just like I’d known that there had been predators across the clearing today.  In a single movement, I stand and whirl around to face the being that’s both a legend and a nightmare.  Everyone knows the rules of dealing with him.
He will grant you a favor if you call him, and in return, you will be in his debt forever until he calls it in.  And there is no way to escape the debt.  The only thing he promises not to require of his debtors is their lives.
And he’s the only one who can help Hazel.
I’ve heard the stories my entire life, but I never realized how much they focused on his cloak.  No one speaks of how my eyes are drawn to those shadows under his hood.  They don’t talk about how I feel compelled to reach out for that hood, to pull it down and look at that face that’s forever shrouded in darkness.
The cloak is a simple thing, flat black linen like so many priests’, but where theirs end above their shoes, the Shade’s doesn’t end.  It simply flows into the shadows of the floor, almost becoming invisible.  Even if I look specifically at it, I struggle to grasp an image of the shape of its hem.
“You are in need of a favor?” he asks.  His voice feels old and haunting, like he’s seen far more of the world than I ever will, and yet he’s here.  It snaps me out of my shock when I look down at Hazel.  Her hand is at her throat, the black lines climbing up her neck.
She gasps for breath, but none comes to her, and I say, “Help my cousin.  She… I did something, and now she’s like this.  Please.  I’ll give you anything or do anything you ask.”
The cloaked figure walks by me, and the scent of cedar and salt assails my senses.  He says nothing as he kneels down and runs his long, black-tinted nails over Hazel’s face, never actually touching her skin with his fingers.  That’s when I realize his hands look normal other than the black tinted nails.  Not like a monster.
Underneath that cloak hides a person.  Or, more likely, one of the Fae.
Somehow, that thought is more frightening than a legend being in my house.  Everyone knows how dangerous the Fae are.  The miller’s baby was stolen by them when she was barely a year old.  Everyone’s known someone who’s been stolen away by them.
Yet, I know no human could help my cousin.  Only a Fae could.  That salt and cedar scent fills the room as he turns to me.  “I cannot heal this.  I can keep it from killing her… for now, but I cannot cure it completely.”
“Do it,” I say, knowing the cost is that I will owe the most dangerous being in Nyth anything he asks.  “Don’t let her die.”
He nods to me, and the scent of cedar and salt gets even stronger as his nails trace the lines on Hazel’s skin.  And those lines stop moving.  For the first time since she screamed, Hazel looks like she can breathe again.  Her chest rises and falls slowly as the Shade and I both watch her.
She’s going to live.  But those lines aren’t going away, and the cuts on her arm are still dripping inky-black blood onto the wooden floor.
The Shade runs his hand over her cuts, and they knit together and then disappear.  But the lines remain.  He stands up and faces me, and even without seeing his face, I know he’s somber.  “Your cousin will slowly get worse and will eventually die within the year.  I only know of one being alive that can save her.  Calyr the Gold.  The only dragon still in this world.”
A knot in my stomach tightens as I look at Hazel laying on the floor.  No one’s seen Calyr in centuries.  “Your wrist,” the Shade says.
Without looking away from Hazel, I lift my arm, presenting my wrist to him.  My cousin is going to die because of me.  Because I’m a Wyrdling.  That’s the only explanation.  My mother was Fae, just like everyone said.
I look up at the Shade, staring into the shadows of his hood.  “How could I accidentally do this?” I ask.
He takes my wrist softly, and instead of answering my question, he says, “This will hurt.”  He presses a black-tinted nail against my wrist, and for a moment, the world seems to take pause as he looks at me, his nail pressed against my skin.  Then a searing pain flashes against my wrist for the briefest of moments.
He lets go of me, and I look at the mark that’s left.  A single tally mark in my skin, like a tattoo.  Like the lines on Hazel’s skin.  Like a shadow, it moves ever so slightly as I stare at it.  Never fully there.
It isn’t a tattoo made of ink or a brand made of flame.  It is a mark made of magic.  The physical manifestation of an unbreakable vow that I will do as he says when he demands it.
Or I will die.
When I look up at the Shade, he says, “You are not the first to hurt someone accidentally.  There is a reason that Wyrdlings hide from humans.”
“Thank you,” I whisper as I accept that every truth of my life is shattered.
The Shade, a being that knows so much more than I do, just confirmed my greatest fear.  My cousin, the only person I care about in the world, is going to die within a year.  My world is over.
I look down at Hazel as she stirs, and just like before, it’s like someone’s opened a window.  When I try to find the Shade, he’s gone.
The only proof that he was ever here is on my wrist, and I run my thumb over the little black mark.  I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, but there’s no doubt that the life I expected to live is no longer possible.
Then I see my mother’s ring laying on the floor beside Hazel.  The only thing I have of hers.  A simple silver ring shaped into a flower with a small black sphere in the center of the petals.  Without a second thought, I bend down and pick it up, slipping it onto my finger instinctually.
And for the first time in years, I can’t help but think about my mother.  If I’m a Wyrdling, she was Fae.  What kind of Fae?  And why did she come here?






  
  Chapter 3


The Great Sacrifice was to give power to the High Fae, not to create them as the rumors suggest.  The High Fae were created just as the Lesser Fae were, to simply exist.  The Great Sacrifice was to give them the power to take over for the dragons.  They created four new Houses, the Great Houses, to care for the world as they did.  
And we have failed in our charge.  ~Queen Brenna, personal journals


Aunt Prudence is not a kind woman.  She never has been, and I doubt she ever will be, but I’ve never seen her like this.  I’d expected tears, and I’d expected yelling.  She seems… broken. 
“Get your things and leave,” she says.  She’s still wearing the embroidered silk dress that she was parading around town in when everything happened.  I still have blood under my nails, though I managed to wash it off my face and hands.  I’m wearing more acceptable and less gore-soaked clothing, even opting for a simple linen dress, since Aunt Prudence hates it when I wear pants.
She’s sitting in a high-backed chair in the sitting room, her expression just as grim and unforgiving as ever.  She cradles Hazel in her lap, who looks at me with a mix of fear and sadness.  I don’t know if I’ll ever fix what I broke today.  Even if I could somehow fix those black lines, I don’t know if she’ll ever trust me again.
Prudence doesn’t seem to care one bit.  She should be angry, at least, at the twin lines that weave their way over her daughter’s arm.  There’s nothing except an icy cold air and a strangely territorial arm over her daughter.
“Leave?”  I’m not completely sure I understand.  Where would I go?  This has been my home for almost fifteen years.
She shifts, the embroidered gown catching the fading light from the window, and its metallic threads shimmer in it, making her seem almost surreal.  “Get your things and get out, Wyrdling.  Don’t come back.  I’ve been saying for years that we should make you leave.  Everyone knew you were dangerous.  If Trevor hadn’t…”
It was an accident.  I didn’t mean to hurt Hazel.  They have to know that.  My eyes go to Hazel, who keeps looking between her mother and me.  There’s fear in her eyes.  It’s the same fear she had when I hurt her.  She’s afraid, but she’s not angry.
“Where am I supposed to go?” I ask.  “I don’t have anyone else in the world.”
Prudence shakes her head and, in a surprising show of affection, pulls Hazel closer to her.  “I don’t care one lick if you starve, Wyrdling.  The world would be better if you did.  The only difference between you and a murderer is that the murderer chooses who he kills!”  And I can see the pain in her eyes as she looks at her daughter.  The icy shield she’s held over her emotions cracks, and I realize I can’t blame my aunt for hating me.  Her gaze goes to the daughter that’s already dead even though her body and mind haven’t accepted it yet.
If I do nothing, if I just let Hazel die, I truly will be the same as a murderer.  I’ll be everything that people have said I was: a strange and dangerous Wyrdling.  Someone to hide your children from.  Someone to push from town and only see in your nightmares.  No different from the Fae.
Prudence stands up when I don’t move to leave immediately, setting Hazel on her feet, and as she raises her hand to me, I stand up to meet her.  She hesitates.
I don’t know if she’s right to make me leave.  Maybe I’m an accidental murderer.  Maybe I’m exactly what they all think, a Wyrdling that should move to the woods so I can’t hurt anyone else.  Maybe I’m the worst thing that ever happened to the Arden family name.  She doesn’t get to hit me, though.  I’ve never meant to do any harm to anyone, and I won’t accept her punishment.  Seeing Hazel in pain is far worse punishment than Prudence can deliver.
I love my cousin, and I’ll do whatever I can to keep her safe.  That anger bubbles up inside me, just like it did earlier when I hurt her.  I know to keep it leashed now, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s simmering like a lidded pot.  One wrong move, and I could let that deadly magic out to hurt Aunt Prudence just as quickly and easily as I hurt Hazel.
“Do you really want to do that, Aunt Prudence?”  My voice is wild, just like it was before.  Quiet and calm and impossible to ignore.  Like a growl from a wolf.  Feral deadliness even Prudence has to acknowledge.  She immediately falters, and when I take a step forward, she takes a step back.  “I’ll leave this house, but not because you told me to.”
I decide in an instant.  Aunt Prudence is right.  I can’t live with my only remaining family until I understand my magic, and I can’t just accept that the only person in the world that’s been kind to me for fifteen years is going to die.  I turn to Hazel.  “I’m going to fix this.  The Shade told me that Calyr the Gold can fix this.  I don’t know how to get to Draenyth to see him, but nothing’s ever been able to stop me before.”
Hazel smiles at me, but it’s a sad smile.  I look at Aunt Prudence again.  “When I fix Hazel, I will come home.  My father’s money bought this house.  It’s as much mine as it is yours.  If you don’t feel comfortable living with me, then you’re more than welcome to build your own house.”
Aunt Prudence seems to have recognized that she doesn’t hold as much power over me as she expected, so instead of responding, she just waits for me to leave.  Her eyes watch me like a hawk, but I can see the pain in them.  She’s never loved me, but maybe she loves Hazel more than I’ve ever given her credit for.  And that’s something I can respect.
I take a deep breath and go to my room to gather my things.  There’s almost nothing of any importance, but I stuff it into a traveling bag.  As soon as I’m alone, I have to pause and actually accept the decision I’ve made.  I’ve never been outside of Blackgrove, and now I’m planning to go all the way to Draenyth, a world away.  I’m not a worldly person, but even I know that the closer you get to Draenyth, the more Fae you’ll find.  And Fae are the only things that I’m terrified of.  How many times did Vesta remind me that the only solution to seeing a Fae was to run?  Tracking a full-grown grizzly bear was dangerous, but there was a good possibility of success.  A Fae, though?  That was death.
But why should I value my life at this point?  I could live in the forest all alone and let my cousin die.  There’d be no reason to live then.  A life with no one to share it with is no life at all.
Hazel’s the only person I have left to share the world with.  I’m willing to do whatever it takes to keep my cursed bloodline from taking her away, too.  I look down at my wrist where the shadow wavers on my skin.  When I rub my thumb across it, I feel the anger fading.
I don’t know why I feel any kind of connection to that mark or the Fae who left it there, but my cousin would be dead without him.  And when he held my hand, I felt no malice in him.  As someone who has spent her entire life in uncertain situations, I’ve grown comfortable trusting my instincts.  And my instincts tell me that the Fae in the shadows is less dangerous than the stories make him out to be.

      [image: image-placeholder]It’s surprising how little there is to carry with you when you’re leaving your life behind.  An extra set of clothes, a bag of provisions, the spear that Vesta made for me, a belt knife that I never go anywhere without, along with a whetstone, and a blanket.  The rest… well, it doesn’t matter what happens to the rest of it.
I look at the little room that’s been mine since I was eight years old.  A small armoire.  A chest of drawers.  A bed.  None of it is worth as much as one of the many sitting room chairs that Aunt Prudence bought on a whim.
A collection of pretty river stones I’ve collected sits on the chest of drawers.  There’s a painting on canvas that Hazel made for me two years ago.  A picture of me standing in a tree with my spear in hand.  It’s beautiful, and it’s the only thing that anyone’s given me other than my mother’s ring.  I love it, but it has no purpose on a journey like this.
As I walk past Aunt Prudence, Hazel’s eyes follow me, and when I get to the door, I hear her jump up.  “Wait,” she calls, and I stop.
I turn toward her, purposefully ignoring Aunt Prudence, but it’s not because I’m angry with her.  No, she’s not doing anything other than being a mother hen protecting her family.  The only sad thing is that I’ve never been a part of that family.  
Hazel moves to me and says, “Maeve, you be safe.  I know you’re… different, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still love you like a sister.  I don’t know how you’re supposed to get to Calyr, but if anyone could, it’s you.  You’re incredible, and maybe… maybe it’s because you’re different.”
Before I’ve had time to say anything, she wraps her arms around me and gives me a tight hug.  Then she whispers in my ear, “You be safe.”
She pulls away, looking seriously at me.  “I’ll miss you,” I say and then I turn around.  There’s no point in lying to her.  We both know that nothing about this is safe.  Calyr the Gold lies inside Draenyth, the capital.  A city that no human in their right mind would enter.
Then again, I guess that I’m not human.
I give her a smile, and then I leave, letting the door swing shut behind me.  The path between the townhouse and Blackgrove calls to me.  The sun’s still high in the sky, a kindness I’m thankful for.  There’s a strange simplicity to the world.  This motion, this walking out the door in late afternoon, is so common.  The scents of grasses billow up, carried on the warm summer wind.  A puff of dandelion seeds floats on that unseen current of air.
Everything is so… typical.  Except that everything I’ve known forever is gone.  I guess the world didn’t hear that there should be crackling storm clouds and terrifying downpours to echo the mood I’m in.  
It’s difficult to think about anything other than how lost I am in the world right now.  The call of an owl should make me question why it’s not waiting until twilight, but it doesn’t even register.
Today has changed everything in my life.  A single mistake has broken the world that I’ve been so content with.  I rub my finger over the little shadowed mark on my wrist, a reminder of what I’ve done and what I owe.
I want to cry.  I want to find a hole somewhere in the forest and just let out all the emotions that are bubbling inside me.  Fear of having to leave Blackgrove.  Sorrow for what I’ve done to Hazel.  Terror at being all alone in the world for the first time in my life.  More than anything, anger at myself for not realizing the obvious.  
I’d hated the way people treated me so much that I refused to believe what everyone said.  I’m a Wyrdling.  There’s no doubt of it now.  I used magic, and only someone with Fae bloodlines can do that.  I am the thing that people are afraid of, and they’re afraid of me for good reason.  
I pass by several blackberry bushes that have been picked clean, almost entirely from Hazel and me.  The scent of dogwood blossoms fills the air.  The forest doesn’t agree that my world has been shattered.  These sights and scents are so familiar that they push against the pain and fear and worry, giving me a chance to make a stand against the overwhelming emotions.
I know what I need to do.  I need to go to Draenyth, the capital city of the Fae.  While there are other cities that are inhabited by the Fae, they’re few and far between compared to the human cities, and none of them hold Calyr the Gold, the only chance I have of healing Hazel.  How do I get there?  No one in Blackgrove knows.  That’s a certainty.  It’s on the other side of the world from what I’ve been told.
Instead of falling into the emotions that beg me to give up, I try to revisit the lessons that Vesta taught me as a child about the Fae.  They’re going to be very important in my coming travels.  Maybe they’ll be important for other reasons since I’m half-Fae myself, something I need to accept rather than resent since there’s no changing it.  
The Fae are all the races other than humans, but they’re ruled over by the High Fae, the ones that look and act most like humans.  The stories say that the High Fae were created by dragons to tend to the needs of the world.  I don’t know how that’s possible, since all I’ve heard about the High Fae is how cruel they are.  The idea that dragons were as cruel as the Fae is one of the saddest things I could imagine.
The birds chirp and animals move through the grass and trees around me just like always, and I catalog them instinctively, my hunter’s mind never really stopping.  A mourning dove sits high in a tree cooing next to its nest.  Too high to climb for eggs.  Too high to hit with my spear.  A lizard races along the ground.  Squirrels in low-hanging branches eat nuts and scream at me when I get too close.
I catalog it all and completely ignore it.  Tonight, I’m not hunting.  I’m not spending my time in the forest.  Yet, I don’t want to forget any of it.  These forests, even more than the townhouse, were my home for so long, and when I leave Blackgrove, I don’t know when I’ll be back.  I want to remember these trees.  This path.  My home.
For the first time in my entire life, I wish my mother was here.  I’ve always blamed her for the struggles I’ve had in life.  She must have been why I made people nervous, since everyone loved my father.  Father used to describe her as the most beautiful woman he’d ever met.  He’d said that she was a force of nature, and when she swooped into Blackgrove, she had her pick of the men, and he never could figure out how he’d won her heart and hand.
She would know what to do now.  She’d have answers.  Where’d she go?  Why’d she leave?  Was it because she was Fae?  Did the people of Blackgrove force her out?  Or did she really run away like I’d always been told?
Before I could walk, she’d left and never returned.  The only thing she’d left behind was the ring I’ve worn ever since childhood.  My father was never angry.  No, he’d spent plenty of evenings sitting on our porch staring out into the distance thinking about her, but he’d never said a negative word about her.
I may resent her, but he never did.  Aunt Prudence and Uncle Trevor had plenty of curses to spit her way, but they have plenty to spit toward me as well, so I care little about their thoughts.
The road to Blackgrove is short, less than an hour’s walk, and as thoughts plague my mind, my feet carry me down the worn trail that even Aunt Prudence in her thick dresses can walk.  The call of a jaybird screams from the trees, warning everything in the area that someone is here.
I look up at it, the black and blue bird glaring down at me.  Part of me wishes I could scream at every little sound like that.  But I’m not a bird, and it seems that when I scream, bad things happen.  Instead, I’ll do my best to keep my head down and my temper leashed.
No different from a wolf on the trail of an elusive deer, I keep moving forward.  Clear any obstacles that I stumble upon, and just keep following the path laid before me.  I’ll ask Calum Hayes, the innkeeper, how to get to Stormhaven, the largest human city in southern Sylvantia.  Someone there will know how to get to Draenyth.
I’m not worried about being able to provide for myself or protect myself on the road.  I have my spear, and I have my wits.  I’ll be fine.  Unless I end up having to deal with the Fae.  If that happens, I won’t have to worry because I’ll be dead, and everything will be very simple after that.






  
  Chapter 4


All four Great Houses were necessary for balance.  Each House and each King will force the world to shift in one direction at the expense of the others.  Flames will push the world toward destruction and cleansing.  Earth toward healing and stagnation.  This is expected and normal.  
The world is built on cycles.  ~Vyran the Black, A History of Magic and Dragons


The Tilted Mug earns most of its money from the townsfolk who come for the bad ale, worse atmosphere, and the small amount of news from Stormhaven, the closest large city.  But it has beds on the second floor.  Not many, but more than one, and that’s all I need. 
At least the Tilted Mug is a clean and honest establishment.  The smell of stew wafts in from the kitchen and mingles with the yeasty scent of spilled ale.  The tables are only a little wobbly, and the chairs are only a little sticky from the ale.  There are dozens of people here, and their conversations drown out the sound of the crackling fire in the hearth.  Locals, nearly every one of them, and their words mingle and mix until I can barely make out any of them individually.
Several of them puff on pipes, sending oily smoke rising into the air.  The sweet scent of that smoke reminds me of when my father would sit on the porch of our little cottage and watch the sunset with me.  He’d reminisced about my mother and tell me stories while I sat on his lap.  The scent brings me back to happier times, but I have to pull myself away from them.  I cannot live in the past, and the present requires a bed.
“I need a room,” I say to Calum Hayes as he fills another mug of ale, and I put two pennies on the bar.  He’s a balding man in his late forties.  Like everyone else in Blackgrove, I’ve known of him since I could walk, and while we’ve never interacted through the years, he hasn’t mistreated me.
“Just a moment,” Calum says without looking at me before he walks down the bar to a group of older men wearing dingy tunics and trousers, looking tired from days in the field.  Most of the field crops won’t be ready for harvest yet, but the hay needs to be scythed and bundled.  That’s hot and heavy work to do in the middle of the summer heat.
Just like in the forest, I feel a prickle at the back of my neck, and I turn around to see what danger there could be in Blackgrove’s inn.  Like a shining star on a dark night, I see him sitting in a corner.
His eyes are on me, not bothering to hide his stare.  Even though he wears a green cloak that covers most of his face, it’s like he’s glowing.  His corner is dimmer than the rest of the dining hall, but I can’t pull my eyes away from him.  I can’t even see his eyes, but I know what he is.  A Fae.  There’s no other possibility.  Nothing sets him apart except for his obvious desire to stay away from everyone.
I can’t turn my eyes away from him.  Is this what normal humans feel like when they look at me, when they see a Wyrdling?
Before I have time to think about it, Calum says solemnly, “You stay away from that one.”
I turn around and realize that Calum isn’t shunning me.  I knew he’d rent me a room, but he’s treating me like any other person.  “What is he?  He’s…”
“That’s a High Fae.  We don’t get them in these parts very often, but don’t let their prettiness get to you.  They’re cold-hearted bastards, and they’ll watch an entire village burn if it helps them get whatever they’re looking for.  They’re pretty, mind you, and every woman and probably half the men here are wondering what he looks like under that cloak.  That’s how they get you, though.  A pretty smile, a heavy coin purse, and a bit of magic that makes you think they can do anything.”
He’s serious with those words, but without waiting for a response, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a key.  “Just because your mother was one of them doesn’t mean you should spend time with them, Miss Maeve.  If that one takes an interest in you, there’s not a person in this entire village that can stop him from doing what he wants with you.”
The thought sends a shiver through me.  I know what magic’s capable of now, and I run my finger over my wrist where that little shadowed tally mark shimmers on my skin.  “Don’t worry, Calum.  I’m on my way out of Blackgrove.  Do you know how to get to Stormhaven?”
He arches an eyebrow as he slides the two pennies off the bar.  “Sure, you just follow the path northeast out of town.  You’ll pass a few villages, but just keep going and you’ll get there.  About a week’s walk if you’re trying to get there in a timely fashion.  You know Wyrdlings aren’t treated any better in the city, don’t you?”
I nod.  “I stopped expecting anyone to treat me decently a long time ago.  Why aren’t you bothered by me?”
“I remember your mother.  She… she was a different kind of Fae.  I figure you’re a different kind of Wyrdling.  Plus, every Wyrdling I’ve ever heard of has already killed half their family long before they were your age.  I doubt you’ll start any fires at this point.”
I blink, surprised at Calum’s candor, and the things he’s saying, but instead of responding, I just take the key and give him a nod as he turns back to his other customers.  Part of me wants to talk to him about my mother, to learn more about her, but he’s busy, and I don’t know if I can handle any more surprises tonight.  It’s probably better that I get some sleep and maybe talk to him tomorrow.
As I walk past the other patrons at the bar, I hear one of the younger men say, “Shade save us all.  That evil mist is getting closer by the day.  Riverside down the way is gone.  Not abandoned.  Gone.  The mists swallowed it up, and no one’s been seen since, save two travelers who were just passing through.  They don’t remember a thing.  One moment, they were eating supper at the inn. The next, they were standing on the edge of the mist.”
A shiver runs through me at the mention of the mists.  Just another piece of the world that’s wrong.  Everyone knows not to go in them.  Bodies have been found after they’ve receded with their skin melted off.  Like someone had poured boiling water over them.  It’s sickening to think about.
“That’s a shame,” one of the old farmers responds.  “Riverside was always a nice little spot.  No one of any real importance came from there, and I think that’s a good thing.  Just good people minding their business.  Can’t say anything bad about a man who takes care of himself and leaves the rest of the world alone.”
“Unlike that Trevor Arden.  The man’s a menace,” Terry Wood says with a sneer.  “Between Arden and Milligan, I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried to tax us.  It’s not like Arden even earned his money.  That’s Fae gold from that sister-in-law of his.”
There’s silence from the group.  Like so many people, they have plenty of terrible things to talk about, and almost nothing to do about any of them.  That’s the way it goes when the world is dying, though.
I walk up the stairs, feeling a lot of pressure on me.  I wish I could be down there with those old farmers.  The work wouldn’t be enjoyable, but worrying about food sounds a lot better than trying to do something that no one else would fathom doing.  It’s terrifying.  No, that’s not the right word.  It’s overwhelming and feels impossible.  
Another one of Vesta’s sayings pops into my head.  “Destiny doesn’t care about your feelings.  You do what must be done or you die.”
Vesta was not a kind woman, but she cared about me.  I don’t know if I’d have survived my childhood in the woods if I hadn’t had her guidance.  I needed to run free.  Vesta had understood, and she’d taken me deep into the forest where there were real dangers.
She’d been more stoic and emotionless than anyone I’ve ever met, but I never felt afraid when she was near.  Where my father was the person I went to when I wanted a hug or a story, Vesta was the one I looked to when I needed someone to protect me or someone to teach me.  
I take one last look at the dining hall of the inn, and my eyes move to the High Fae who’s staring into a candle not far away, his forest green cloak hood covering his eyes in shadows.  And yet, I feel those eyes on me.  There’s no doubt that he’s seen me as something more than human, just as I can tell that he is.
If you fight a Fae, you will die.  Vesta’s words echo through me, and I don’t doubt them.  Not after seeing this.  Like this morning with the deer, my body wanted to move toward him, to talk to him, but that chill that ran down my spine told me he was dangerous.  My hand clenches around my spear a little tighter.  As Calum said, no one in Blackgrove could stop him from doing anything.
Him staring me down from across the dining hall doesn’t make me feel particularly confident that I’ve kept my head down.  When I unlock the door to my room, I slide inside and quickly lock it back.  Without a second thought, I look around the room.  I need more than a locked door between me and a High Fae.  Especially one with an interest in me.
The room is a typical barebones room at an inn.  Another wobbly table in the far corner.  A bed large enough for two people that might be better than a bedroll on the ground is pressed against the wall.  There’s a heavy wooden dresser against the wall between the room and the hallway, and I move to the side of it.  I have to really work to get it to move, and when it’s finally in front of the door, I feel a lot better.  It would take a lot for someone to open the door with the dresser in front of it.  
That doesn’t mean that I get comfortable.  No, danger’s already found me, and there’s no chance that I’ll be doing much more than tossing and turning tonight.  At least they won’t be able to sneak up on me.  If someone manages to open that door, they’re going to do it while making plenty of noise.
I may not win a fight with a Fae, but I’ll be damned if I let one kill me without giving it my best shot.






  
  Chapter 5


We were too few.  The Prince and his troops surprised us while my best shadow walkers were away.  The Shattering came, just as the darkness said, and we were not prepared.  ~Queen Brenna, personal journals


BOOM! 
My eyes snap open, but nothing makes any sense.  I don’t recognize this room.  Where am I?  Why am I sleeping somewhere other than the bed I’ve had for the last fifteen years?
BOOM!
The walls shake again, and memories flood my mind.  I remember where I am and what’s happening, though the booming walls weren’t what I’d expected to wake up to.  I roll off the bed, grabbing my spear in trembling hands.  I’m at the Tilted Mug.  There’s a High Fae here, and for some reason, he seemed interested in me.  I simultaneously thank the gods that I hadn’t gotten undressed and curse them for letting me fall into a deep sleep.  I stare at the dresser that I’d pushed against the door.  It’s still in the same place, which seems odd if someone was trying to break down the door.
BOOM!
The walls shake again, but the door doesn’t move.  I whirl around to figure out where the attack is coming from.  Then I see the indentation in the back wall.  The wooden planks are bent and cracked.  How would the High Fae be attacking my wall from there?  I’m on the second floor.  Whatever is doing that has to be able to fly…
Can High Fae fly?  I grip the spear tighter, and for the first time in my life, my hand shakes.  Vesta’s words echo in my mind again.  If you try to fight a Fae, you will die.  I guess I’ll have to run.
Except that I blockaded myself in my room.
BOOM!
The wall explodes inward.  Shards of wood fly toward me, and I shield my face with my left hand.  Splinters the size of my fingers pelt my body, and once again, I thank the gods that I slept in my clothes.  Even so, I feel the sharp sting of several of them piercing through the linen and leather.
The pain’s forgotten almost instantly.  I take in the injuries and brush them off as not life-threatening.  The creatures flying through the hole in the wall, on the other hand, are very life threatening.
Three… women fly into the room on sand-colored feathered wings.  With talons on their feet and wings protruding from their backs, they’re obviously Fae, but they look as similar to the High Fae from the dining hall as they look to me.  
All three of them are completely naked.  Feathers cover their chests and legs all the way to the waist, leaving their stomach, arms, and heads covered in human skin rather than feathers.  And most of that human skin is putrid and decaying.  One of the creature’s hands has had the skin peeled from it, leaving bone and muscle open to the air.  Another has writhing maggots crawling over the blackened flesh of her collarbone.  The third’s jawbone is partially exposed, showing her teeth and gums.
They say nothing as they land in crouches.  The sickening scent of rot and decay radiates from their disgusting bodies, and my stomach lurches.  They stop for a moment and take a long sniff in unison, like you would do over a savory pork roast.  The one with the blackened collarbone pulls a knife from her belt.  It’s thin and looks more like an exceptionally large, flattened needle than a dagger.  Long lines run the length of it, the signs of folded metal in the forging process.  The black steel flickers in the fire of the candles that have, surprisingly, stayed standing.
She points it toward me, tip first, and with a flick of the wrist, it flies across the room faster than I’ve ever seen something move.
I try to dodge, not daring to attempt to block it with my spear.  I jump to the side, and the knife clips my tunic, cutting a thin slice across my shoulder and leaving the skin exposed but uncut.  Immediately, the creatures are flying toward me.  I’m overwhelmed by the scent of decaying flesh as they get closer.  Even in my battle-focused state, I can’t ignore it.  My stomach twists in knots, and even as I step into a fighting stance with my spear, I question whether I’ll keep my dinner down.
That’s why I barely notice that it’s not just their feet that are talons.  The creatures’ fingers end in long hooked nails just as perfect for rending flesh as the ones on their feet.  I’d have expected that their wide wings would make their movement awkward in the small space of the room, but it actually makes them nearly impossible to escape.
Why are these creatures here?  What do they want with me?  How do I fight something like this?  The questions fly through my mind, and there aren’t any answers to them.  Fear races through me in a way that I’ve never experienced in the forests.  Not hunting grizzly bears or wolves.  Not climbing or jumping or swimming.
These creatures aren’t natural.  They’re the things from nightmares, and I know the only reason they’re here is to kill me.
They blot out the opening in the wall as they slowly move toward me.  The creatures are drooling as they look at me with pupil-less gray eyes.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d assume that they were animated dead bodies.  They make me think of some unholy creation of Fae magic, but they speak to each other in a language I’ve never heard: clicks and squeaks that remind me of birds.  They’re certainly not mindless.  
I try to stab with my spear as they get within range, but one of the creatures raises her hand, and the spear hits a gust of wind that appears from nowhere.  It flies up and away from the creature, my stab going wide.
“What do you want?” I hiss as I strike out with my spear again.  They’re not just hunting a human for food.  They want me, specifically.  Another gust of wind throws my spear off its target, and the creature with the rotten hand swoops under the spear.  I jump out of the way, but it reaches out a claw to slice my stomach as it flies past.  Pain makes me growl as the four-inch long-talon cuts a narrow gash in my abdomen.  
The only way out of this is to get behind them and then leave through the hole in the wall.  A fall from that high won’t hurt too much.  I’ve jumped out of trees this high before, and as long as I don’t land wrong, I’ll be fine.
I act like I’m going to strike with the spear, and instead of a thrust, I charge.  All three of the creatures veer away, and the opening to the hole is clear.  I race toward it, not looking back.  It’s the only chance in a world where flying women can create wind.
Vesta was right.  I am not prepared to fight any Fae.
As if to prove it, a gust of wind hits me in the back so hard that I’m lifted off my feet and fly into the wall.  I land right next to the hole, but when I try to get my feet under me, the world won’t quit spinning long enough.
Then the terrible creatures are surrounding me.  Their clawed hands rip into my shoulders and arms as I try to protect my face.  Their screams sound so similar to a bird of prey, and I realize that this is what it feels like when the wolf catches the deer.  The absolute helplessness.
I was the best hunter in my woods.  I could out sneak, out fight, out climb, out run, and out kill any man, woman, or child that I know.  And I just showed a predator my back.  The first rule of fighting predators is to keep your teeth facing their teeth or you’re going to get bit.  A simple mistake, and now it’s going to be the death of me.
I don’t think I could fight even one of these things, much less three.  I was supposed to save Hazel.  I was supposed to sneak into Draenyth and convince a dragon as old as the world to save her.  What was I thinking?  
Blood clouds my eyes as it runs down my head.  Searing pain from the dozens of deep slices fills my body as the need to fight fades.  Only pain and the realization that I’m too weak to fulfill my task are left.
Just as the first tear falls, another explosion fills the air, but this time, it’s not from the creatures or the wall I’m backed against.  All the creatures turn in unison, leaving their backs to me.
If I weren’t on the verge of unconsciousness, I’d leap to my feet and attack them just like they did to me, but I’m not entirely sure I can stand up, much less attack at this point.
And everything happens so fast that it’s like time slows down. 
The only reason I know what’s happening is because I can see a green cloak brushing the floor under the creatures.  The Fae from the dining hall.  “Filthy things,” his low voice mutters.  It’s a gorgeous voice and one that I won’t forget easily.  I feel drawn to it just as I was drawn to the sight of him.  I feel like I can stand again, like the futility and self-loathing I’d felt has faded away.  It’s burned up just by this Fae’s appearance in the room.
There’s a flash and a scream.  The creature in the center falls, revealing the Fae, his hood down.  He’s gorgeous.  More beautiful than any man has a right to be.  Long black hair that shines like it’s made of silk.  His eyes flash with an ice-cold blue that directly contradicts the warmth of the smile that crosses his face.  Every line of his body looks like it was carved by a sculptor, hard and rigid as stone.
That smile feels so carefree.  Facing down hideous monsters, he looks like he couldn’t be happier.  It’s so out of place that it sticks in my mind even while blood runs down my face and into my eyes.
As he swings a black-steel two-handed sword, I can’t help but think his body flows like water.  The creatures are screaming, and he flows between them.  They try to fight off the sword with their claw-like fingers.  They dive and harry him, so similar to wolves, but he moves with a grace that makes it look easy.
The hunters have become the hunted as he moves between them.  It’s obvious that the High Fae has complete control of the situation while the creatures are scrambling to do anything to him.  After he’s danced between them for several moments, he takes one step toward the one with part of her jaw missing, and the sword cuts straight through her chest, leaving broken ribs sticking out.  Immediately after, without giving the last one a chance to respond, he lifts his hand, points it at her, and she explodes in ash.
He didn’t hit her with his sword, and he didn’t burn her.  He raised his hand, and the next moment, the creature became ash.  It rains down on the room; the smell of burned flesh is a welcome change from the rot.
The moment seems to extend for minutes, the ash hanging in the air in a cloud as I realize that I may have been poured from the frying pan into the fire.  This is the High Fae I’d been worried about when I went to sleep, and while he took care of these disgusting Fae creatures, he might be a far worse enemy than they were.
They wanted me dead.  What does he want?
“Who did you piss off, Wyrdling?” he asks as he pulls a cloth from inside his cloak.  Without looking at me, he wipes the blade clean of the black blood that covers it.
“I didn’t piss anyone off?” I answer, still terrified.  “I didn’t even know I was… different until today.  You’re the first Fae I’ve ever spoken to.”
He huffs.  “Where is your parent?  The Immortal one.”  The ashes of the creature are slowly floating to the ground, many of them falling on me.  My eyes move to the two dead bodies, their putrid innards spilling onto the floor.  Disgust at the sight fills me.  Relief that they’re dead instead of me hasn’t quite hit me yet.
Blood is running off my arms and head from dozens of long thin cuts, and my stomach gets a little twisted as I realize that I’ve never been hurt like this.  I look up at the High Fae, who’s staring at me with a very demanding look.  He wants his answer, and I don’t think I want to get into a fight with him.
Where is your parent? The Immortal one.
“Gone,” I say.  “Before I can remember, she left my father and me.”
He eyes me suspiciously as he finishes wiping down his blade and sheathing it.  He shakes his head slowly and moves toward me, those icy blue eyes seeming to peer into my soul.  Maybe he’s actually looking into my soul?  I just watched him turn a creature into ash by pointing at her, so who knows what else he can do?
“You should find out who you pissed off, Wyrdling.  Those sand harpies were given your scent, and if they don’t bring back a piece of you, there will be others.”  He pauses at my confusion and says, “They’re like bloodhounds.  Except they follow magical scents rather than physical ones.  Someone has your scent, and they want you dead.”
“But why?” I ask, and the High Fae shrugs.  Gods, I thought this was going to be difficult, but now… I don’t know if it’s possible.  But I can’t go home either.  If they can find me at the inn, they’ll find me at home.  If I’m there, they’ll kill Hazel, too.  I’m not capable of defending myself against the Fae.  But…
I stand up, using the spear to support me.  My tunic is in tatters, and I’m glad that some of my underthings are still intact enough to not be embarrassed.  I have more important things to worry about than that, though.  I’m bleeding from a dozen wounds, and even they aren’t the most important thing.
“I’m Maeve,” I say, putting my hand out.  “Thank you for saving me.”
The Fae looks at my hand, covered in blood, and then he looks in my eyes again.  He doesn’t take my hand, but he says, “Cole.  Don’t worry about it.  Though, I assume that your friend, the innkeeper, is going to insist on you leaving.”
That’s not important, either.  I pull my hand back, leaning on the spear.  “I’m headed to Draenyth.  You wouldn’t be going that way, would you?”
Cole gets very quiet and stares at me for a moment before saying, “Your wounds will heal soon, Wyrdling.  One last bit of advice.  Put some steel on that spear.  You don’t have nearly enough magic in you to fight without steel.  It doesn’t matter what you put on it.  Even an iron nail will help.  Anything to keep someone like me from taking it from you.”
He stretches out his hand, and the spear abandons me, ignoring the fact that I’m supporting my entire body with it.  It slips from my fingers, and I collapse to the ground.  As I lay on the ash covered ground, rage boils up inside me.  It’s so much hotter than even this afternoon with Hazel.  I feel like I’ve been beaten down all day long, and that was the last straw.
Deep down, I know that this is a terrible decision.  Just like I knew that trying to hurt Hazel was the worst decision I could make.  The thing is that I’ve never had this much anger inside me before.  I’ve never felt this kind of feral rage that makes me want to destroy the person who caused it.
I climb to my feet, and no matter how hard I try to rein in that white-hot rage, it explodes out from me.  Cole is holding my spear and looking at it with a confused look in his eyes, but I don’t care.  He has my spear.  I reach out to grip his hand just as I’d gripped Hazel’s wrist, but as I move, so does he.  Without looking at me, he stays just out of my grasp.
After everything that happened today with Hazel, I should have control over my emotions, but today has been the hardest day in memory.  I nearly died less than ten minutes ago, I found out that everything I thought about my life has been wrong, and I’m having to leave my only family behind while I go in search of things that terrify me.  This is the worst day of my life, and this male is poking me with a stick.  I should have control of my emotions, but I don't.
I can’t catch his arm or even his cloak.  It all seems to stay a half-inch out of reach.  The anger inside me only grows as I feel powerless against the High Fae.  I just watched him kill those harpies without breaking a sweat after I’d given up hope of surviving my fight with them.  I know that it’s the stupidest actions I’ve ever taken, but there’s no room inside me for logic.  
Vesta taught me from such an early age that my emotions were a liability, not a strength.  Every time I’d failed and gotten angry, she’d stopped me and forced me to examine that anger.  Every time I’d gotten too excited, she’d stopped me.  It didn’t matter what emotion I had; they were all liabilities.
But anger was the worst of them.
Yet the anger inside me is too much for any of Vesta’s lessons.  It’s boiling over, and when I can’t grip his hand, I go for a bigger target.  I take another step toward him, and I shove with both hands, expecting to knock him down like I’d do with any other man.
He turns to me at the last second, and when my hands connect with his chest, he drops the spear and grips my wrists just as easily as I’d held Hazel this afternoon.  The anger immediately turns to fear as he stares into my eyes.
“Do you realize how stupid you’re being, Wyrdling?” he asks as he slowly raises my arms above my head.  I try to pull my hands away, but his grip is stronger than iron.  If I’d felt helpless before, I didn’t know the meaning.
He holds both of my wrists in one of his as easily as I’d carry a bucket of water.  Even as I struggle, he barely seems to notice, and when he grips my chin in his thumb and index finger, forcing me to continue to look at him, the helplessness turns to fear.
“What are you doing?” I ask, unable to keep my voice from quivering.
“What am I doing?” he repeats.  His voice is heartless.  He’s completely unconcerned by my fear or struggle.  “I don’t know, Wyrdling.  What I should do is teach you a lesson.”  He pulls his hand away from my face, and a tiny ball of flame appears in his palm.  It’s mesmerizing, and I can’t look away even as he brings it closer to me.  I don’t blink even when I feel the heat waves threaten to singe my hair.
“That’s the problem with Wyrdlings that grow up with humans.  You think you’re so powerful.  It’s a wonder why Immortals want nothing to do with you.  You’re arrogant when you have no right to be.  Crushing you would be easier than killing those sand harpies.”
His fingers tighten over the ball of flame, extinguishing it.  Then he runs his finger over my neck and says, “Or I could spend the night playing with you in other ways.  I could leave you a shell of a human.”  He pulls harder on my hands, lifting me into the air, and he pushes his body closer to mine, the scent of him rolling over me.  Spiced amber, like I’d imagine the essence of magic smelling like.
I’d been afraid before, but it’d been the fear of prey against predators.  This is different.  This is uniquely human.  The slow, steady movement of Cole’s fingers over my throat terrifies me.  Like Calum said, there’s nothing anyone could do to save me from him.  Those blue eyes are so cold and merciless.  There’s not an ounce of warmth in this man… in this Fae.
Yet, even as terror fills my mind, my body can’t help but respond to the sensations.  His touch and glare may be cold, but it sets my body aflame.  As his finger finds a cut on my shoulder, a slight bit of pain courses through me, and it breaks me out of the shock.
My survival instincts take over, and instead of dangling there, a plaything for him, I strike out in the only way I can think of.  A hard kick right between his legs.  He tries to move, but he’s holding me, so he can’t get far enough away.
I guess few people react that way to his touch because he doesn’t move fast enough.  The toe of my boot connects with what I assume are his family jewels, and he immediately releases me.
I tumble to the ground, falling into a heap before leaping to my feet, ignoring my wounds as I get into a fighting stance.  Cole doesn’t seem to think we’re fighting, though, because he’s bent over, clutching his crotch and cursing rather than trying to protect himself from me.
“That was a good one, Wyrdling,” he says through gritted teeth.  “You’ve got some spunk.  I can’t deny that.”
He stands up slowly after a few moments, and for the first time since the harpies died, he grins.  “Good luck dealing with the one who wants you dead.  Keep that spunk, and maybe you’ll make it after all.  Ask for Cole Cyrus if you make it to Draenyth.”
I don’t know what to say to him, and as his grin fades, he walks out of the room.  I take a deep breath and look around me.  It’s a disaster.  One wall has a gaping hole in it.  The door and dresser are ash.  There are two dead harpies laying on the floor, and ash is still floating in the air like motes of dust.  
I pick up my bag and spear and start walking.  My clothes are ripped and torn from the harpies’ claws, and I’m covered in ashes.  I’m bleeding from too many cuts to count, many of which would probably kill a normal human.  I feel like every ounce of energy’s been stripped from me, and I have no idea what to do about the fact that someone wants me dead.  I don’t know who or why they’d care if I lived or died.
But I am alive.  Cole seemed to think that my body will heal from the cuts, and I can feel them closing up.  I’m a mess, but I’m going to survive.
Calum Hayes is staring at me from the shattered door with a look of awe and shock on his face.  “Miss,” he says slowly.
Seeing Calum just shows me how different I am from everyone else.  From humans.  I was just attacked by creatures out of nightmares, have cuts still actively bleeding from most of my upper half, and I feel almost calm.  Calum, on the other hand, looks like he won’t be sleeping tonight.
“I’m leaving, Calum.  Sorry for the trouble.”  Just like Aunt Prudence, he doesn’t say anything else as I walk past him, everything I own on my back and in my hands.
Maybe everyone was right.  Maybe they should have stayed clear of me.  Maybe Wyrdlings were cursed.
But if I’d been a human, I’d be dead.  I may be cursed, but it’s a curse I won’t complain about tonight.






  
  Chapter 6


When we arrived here, there was no magic and no 
Immortals, but where dragons walk, magic lives.  
We have been in this place for a very long time, and while it is necessary for my kind to leave, we cannot leave this world without the magic it has grown to depend on.  ~Vyran the Black, The History of Magic and Dragons


There’s only one solution to deal with whoever’s hunting me.  Stay close to Cole.  He’s the only person who can help me, and I obviously need help.  Maybe he doesn’t want me around.  Maybe he’d even hurt me if he finds out I’m following him.  That’s a maybe. 
I’m guaranteed to die if more harpies come for me.  I don’t know who wants me dead, and I don’t know how to stop them.  I’m in over my head, and I’ll take possible punishment over certain death any day of the week.
And I feel… compelled to be close to Cole.  I don’t know why.  Maybe it’s the same thing that Calum was talking about.  Maybe it’s just inherent to him being High Fae.  I think it’s something more.
So that’s why I’m sitting in a tree overlooking the fire that Cole’s building from twigs and branches.  A mile off the beaten path, we’re in the same forests around Blackgrove that I’ve spent my entire life in.  The scent of fir trees and ancient oaks is so familiar, but the High Fae standing in the small clearing is an anomaly.
I’ve been tracking animals for a very long time, so following him from the inn and into the forest on the outskirts of town was easy.  His footsteps were light, but he did nothing to hide his movements.  Broken branches, disturbed piles of leaves, but more than anything, the scent of him.  Spiced amber.  Exotic and dangerous.
After he held me in The Tilted Mug, and I inhaled that scent fully, I don’t know if I’ll ever really forget it.  Something inside me knows that it’s more than a physical scent.  
The way he moves is nearly as unforgettable.  It’s careless in a way that only someone without any fear of the dark could be.  That confidence is seductive, and it draws me to him.  Everything about Cole Cyrus draws me in.
I know to stay hidden, though.  Regardless of how I feel, I need to use him for protection.  I’m hoping that he’s headed to Draenyth, but the truth is that I need to be near him until I can figure out how to protect myself.  I have a year to help Hazel, but how long do I have to help myself?
Cole points at the pile of sticks and branches he’s gathered, and a blazing fire catches in an instant, illuminating the ground in bright light.  He sighs and pulls off the green cloak, tossing it onto a blanket.  Underneath, he’s wearing armor, but it’s not like any I’ve seen before.
It’s a normal quilted gambeson except that when he turns around to pick up a branch, I see two long slits in the back.  Curled strips of metal form strange spring-like coils that are riveted all over the thick, flame-red fabric.  
I sit in the tree and watch him, no different from when I was spying on Thomas Milligan after Hazel said she was interested in him.  I’d heard Alayne Fairfax’s screams and cries while they were in the woods from a tree just like this.  
I’m sure that I’ve ruined the match that Uncle Trevor had arranged.  No self-respecting man would marry a girl who’d been cursed with Fae magic.  If Thomas found out that she’s supposed to die in a year, there’s no way he’d willingly enter into that marriage.
At least I kept her safe from him.
Cole looks just as serious as when he was talking to me in my room.  Sitting on a log and staring into the fire, he doesn’t hum a song or smile or talk to himself like so many other people do.  Silent and stoic, like the statue he seems to have been modeled after.
Calum wasn’t wrong about how pretty he is.  I don’t know if every High Fae looks like him, but if they do, maybe that’s why humans shouldn’t go into Draenyth.  They’d never want to marry a human again after seeing an entire race of the most gorgeous people in the world.
Or maybe he’s the pinnacle of the race.  Regardless, it’s not his looks I need right now.  
Sleeping silently in a tree will be a challenge.  At least that’s something I feel I might successfully do.  My arms and face have healed completely, not leaving a single cut on them, and I bet I could fall out of this tree, hit my head on every branch on the way down, and still get up.  I’ve always healed quickly, but I can’t remember having a major wound to worry about.
I lean forward and wrap my arms around the thick branch.  This seems secure if not all that comfortable.  The crackle of the fire is a relaxing melody, and Cole moves less than the grass and trees do.  My eyelids grow heavy as I watch the fire just as he is, and it’s not long before I feel myself falling asleep for the second time tonight.



      [image: image-placeholder]“You don’t listen well, do you?” says a voice from a foot away.
I react instinctively, pulling myself up into a sitting position and scooting backward on the branch.  I may have slept in the tree, but it was the lightest sleep I’ve had in my life.  My hand goes to the spear I know lays across two branches a foot away.
I do all of that in little more than a second.  It’s fast enough of a reaction that I should be able to fight back if someone tries to attack me.
Except that it’s Cole who’s standing on the tree branch in front of me.  Bright dawn light floods the world around his silhouette as he balances precariously in front of me.  Even though he’s wearing that green cloak, he looks gorgeous, and it’s hard to remember how terrified I was when he held me in the air.
“What was I supposed to do?” I snap back.
“That doesn’t matter much to me, Wyrdling.  Following me was a mistake.  Didn’t I already show you that you should listen to me?”
He looks so unconcerned.  If a man had been following me, I’d have reacted violently or at least been wary, but Cole just looks annoyed.  “If I don’t follow you, then whoever’s trying to kill me will finish the job.  Plus, we may be headed in the same direction.  You never answered before.  Are you going to Draenyth?”
He glares at me.  “I could just kill you and not have to worry about you annoying me for the rest of the walk.”
I try to think quickly.  What could I offer someone as powerful as him?  Food.  Everyone eats, even Fae, and just because Cole can fight doesn’t mean that he knows how to hunt.  “Then you’d have to hunt for your own food.  Wouldn’t a couple of fat rabbits be nice for supper tonight?  I bet I could find some, and you wouldn’t have to lift a finger for your dinner.”
He blinks sleepily, like he’s waiting for me to tell him something interesting.  Then he turns around and steps off the branch.  It’s shocking how he does it so stiff legged, and I expect him to plummet twenty feet to the forest floor.  But he doesn’t.  He falls, but it’s as slow as a leaf falling in the autumn wind.
I still don’t know if he said yes or no.  Regardless, trying to hide in a tree and follow him isn’t going to work.  I might as well climb down and walk like a normal person.
I just hope he doesn’t decide I’m too annoying.  Or too delicious?  I don’t have a problem getting him dinner, but becoming his dinner sounds like it wouldn’t be quite as enjoyable.
I climb down the tree and can’t help but wish I had a thimble's worth of the magic that Cole seems to use constantly.  Making a fire with flint and steel takes effort.  He doesn’t even have to snap his fingers.  Climbing trees takes effort.  He just acts like the air is solid.  
Why couldn’t my first experience with magic have been using it to wash the floors or cross a river without getting wet instead of almost killing my cousin?  I glance down at my wrist again, quickly reminded of my debt.  The tally mark seems to shift and dance ever so slightly, like my eyes are playing tricks on me.
I climb down from the tree.  My ripped clothing catches on bark constantly, tearing the linen even more.  I feel like my world is falling apart, and I shouldn’t care what my clothes look like, but it matters.  My body has healed, but my clothes haven’t.  Bits and pieces of bare skin peek out, and each time my clothes catch on the bark, it tears them just a little more, exposing more of me to the elements.  And to Cole’s eyes.
He doesn’t seem to care at all.  I guess that a worthless human isn’t worth ogling unless she’s on a spit.
He’s shouldering a pack, his blanket already tied around it.  “You think you can hunt to pay for your keep?  What happens when we get closer to Draenyth?  Are you going to go hunting in those woods?  The beings there… they make those harpies look tame.”
“What do you want from me?” I ask, stopping in the clearing near where the ashes of last night’s fire lie.  “I don’t have a choice.  Either I follow you and hope you protect me, or I don’t, and when something finds me, I die.  This is literally a life or death issue, so how do I convince you to let me follow you?  
He stands up straight and gives me a hard look, almost like he’s finally truly sizing me up.  He walks toward me, standing tall and looking menacing, and every inch of me wants to shy away, to create distance between us.  I stay still.  I don’t run even though I know that he’s the fiercest predator that’s ever looked at me like this.
“You don’t scare easily,” he whispers as he comes within inches of me.  He slowly walks around me, looking me up and down like you’d appraise a horse when you doubted its breeding.  “Whoever your immortal parent was, she must not have been very strong.  Your scent is barely even recognizable, but it is there.  If I’m not mistaken, it might even be shadow, which would explain why you’re being hunted.”
He stops when he’s back in front of me, his arms across his chest.  “Why should I care whether you live or die, Wyrdling?”
“Because…”  My voice trails off, no confidence left.  What am I supposed to tell him?  He’s able to do so many incredible things.  What would he want with me?  Other than food or…
I look up at him.  “My cousin is going to die if I don’t make it to Draenyth.  I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get there safely.  If that requires… uncomfortable things, I’m willing to do whatever it takes.  I won’t let her die, so…”  My voice trails off at the end, not wanting to put into words what I’d be willing to do to save Hazel.
Cole squints at me.  “I’m not going to ravish you in the middle of the woods in return for safe passage to Draenyth, if that’s what you’re hinting at.  Why wouldn’t I just do that and still leave you to die if that’s what I was after?”
I blink, recognizing the stupidity of offering myself to him like that.  “Then what?” I ask.
He sighs.  “I’ll take you with me because my father would be extremely displeased to see you alive if I’m right about your mother being from the House of Shadow.  Maybe it will keep you from being annoying as a bonus.  I’ve made it a point to only kill people when it’s necessary, so please don’t force me to murder you just for a little peace and quiet.  Last night, I could have sworn you were purposefully trying to keep me awake with those snores.  The only reason I didn’t kick you off that branch was because I was worried you’d start talking and I’d get even less sleep.”
Cole is officially the rudest person I’ve ever met, but I’m getting what I want.  “I can be quiet,” I mutter.
Instead of responding, he just turns around and starts walking toward the path north of Blackgrove.  I take a deep breath and let it out slowly.  I did it.  Cole is going to let me travel with him to Draenyth.  Maybe I won’t die for at least a few days.
I mumble, “Now I just need to make sure not to say anything.”
When I jog to catch up to him, I do my best not to step on any leaves.  Still, I’m louder than him.  He’s not even trying to avoid the branches or leaves.  He’s just… not breaking them?
“The first step to being quiet is not mumbling to yourself.”
Oh, this is going to be so much fun…






  
  Chapter 7


Our secrets were supposed to keep us safe.  Now our secrets are lost, and there is nothing to be done for us.  All we can hope is that the lost line can be found.~Queen Brenna, personal journals


There’s a little known fact about Fae that no one tells humans.  They’re completely silent.  I’m not even talking about how they don’t make noise when they walk.  They just don’t talk.  I’m positive that there are plants that are better conversationalists than Cole. 
It shouldn’t be an issue.  I’ve spent my life mostly alone, but when the day was done and the supper fire was lit, I always had someone to talk to.  Cole is just staring at the fire again.  I did as I’d promised, and while he was building the fire, I went off in search of rabbits.  This section of forest hasn’t been hunted nearly as much as the area closer to Blackgrove, and I quickly speared two.
Which seemed to surprise Cole.  I even received an, “Oh.  I didn’t think you’d manage, Wyrdling,” out of him.  Then it was silence again.  Hours and hours of nothing is the most boring thing I can imagine when all you’re doing is walking.
Even I, a shunned Wyrdling, know that conversation makes the miles pass more quickly.
“How do you walk without breaking any branches?” I finally ask while we sit at the evening fire.  I can’t take it any longer.  There are too many questions, and he has all the answers.
His head slowly turns toward me.  Those cold blue eyes are near-expressionless.  His lips move, but the look he gives me says that his mind isn’t on the topic.  “I’m nearly weightless when I walk.”
What?  He doesn’t seem to think I need to know any more than that, and he turns back to the flames.  It’s been a very hard two days, and I need answers that make sense.  Especially when Cole is right here with all of them in that stupidly beautiful head of his.
“Are you serious, Cole?  You’re literally the first Fae I’ve interacted with that hasn’t tried to kill me.  I didn’t even know I was a Wyrdling.  Until yesterday, I’d thought I was just a normal human.  I lived my entire life in a world where magic and Fae and harpies were nightmares you told to children, and now the fire gets lit by magic and my traveling companion is a Fae and I get attacked randomly by monsters while I’m sleeping at an inn.  This transition is incredibly difficult, and you are the only person who can help.  What’s the harm in answering a few questions?”
He sighs as if I’m inconveniencing him more than he can handle.  Surprisingly, he stands up and turns to me, though.  “Look at my feet,” he says.
I do as he says and focus on his booted feet.  He slowly rises onto his toes, his heels raising into the air, and then… his toes raise as well.  He floats barely half an inch above the ground.  He doesn’t weigh anything when we walks because he’s floating.  Somehow, this surprises me more than half rotten harpies did.
“How are you doing that?” I gasp.  “Can I do that?”
Then he grins.  For the first time since the Tilted Mug, there’s something other than annoyance on his face.  He takes a step between me and the fire, and that’s when I see them.  Massive, nearly transparent wings that are the same ice-blue color as his eyes which move so fast they remind me of hummingbird wings.  Silent and almost impossible to see, it’s no wonder I hadn’t noticed them before.  “I can’t smell any House of Steel magic on you, so I doubt it,” he says.
“What’s the House of Steel?”  You’d think that humans would have some sort of understanding of Fae magic, but they don’t.  Even Vesta never explained it in detail.
Cole lifts his hand, and a wheel made of fire appears in the air.  Four spokes divide it into four quarters, and at the end of each spoke, a symbol appears.  At the top, the image of a chalice holding a flame burns red-hot.  Clockwise from that, a mountain is carved into a tree, and while the image is still made of fire, it seems almost solid.  At the bottom of the wheel, a cloak flickers in and out of sight, and my mind immediately connects it to the Shade’s cloak.  Finally, on the fourth spoke, a gleaming sword over a shield appears.
“There are four Great Houses, each of whom was given their magic directly from a dragon at the end of the last age.  My house, the House of Flame,” he says as he points at the top image.  His hand moves clockwise, and he says, “Then there’s the House of Earth.  Then the House of Shadow.  Finally, the House of Steel.”
The wings on his back stop moving suddenly and immediately disappear, and he drops the half an inch to the ground, a movement that’s barely noticeable. “Each Great House has its own strengths and weaknesses.  My house, the House of Flame, can control fire just as easily as you would wield a knife, but we’re smaller, slower, and relatively weak.  We’re still far faster, larger, and stronger than a human, but compared to other Immortals such as the House of Steel, we’re inferior, physically speaking.”
He takes a deep breath, and the wheel turns, all the pieces moving in time with each other.  “The House of Earth is stronger, physically, than the House of Flame.  They’re… complicated.  They aren’t the greatest warriors, nor are they the greatest magic-wielders.  But they built Draenyth and created many of the greatest works of art.  There are many secrets in that House, and unlike the others, they refused to allow outside Houses to breed with them.  Thus, their secrets stayed hidden.”
The wheel spins again, and the cloak comes to the top, still flickering in and out of sight.  “The House of Shadows is the house of assassins, of secrets, of debts, and of deals.  Even humans have heard of the Shade, haven’t you?”
I nod to him, not wanting to say anything lest I give too much about my dealings with the Shade away.  He continues, “The Shade is the personification of the House of Shadows.  And then, there is the House of Steel.”
He pauses for a moment as the wheel turns one more time.  “The House of Steel is unlike any of the others.  Where the House of Flame can set a tree on fire or the House of Shadows can hide that same tree in plain sight, the House of Steel can’t affect that tree at all with magic.  Their powers only work on themselves.”
I think back on what he’d said about the wings.  “They can… do magic on themselves?”
Cole nods.  “They manipulate their own form.  I was not born with those wings.  I’m using magic to create them and then dismiss them.  If I want to fly a long distance, I create the wings of an eagle or owl rather than the wings of a pixie.”  He raises his hand and takes another deep breath.  I watch as the skin of his hand slowly transforms into shiny black stone that reminds me of his sword blade.  It stays like that for a moment and then it returns to normal.
“Wait.  I thought you were from the House of Flames?”
He chuckles.  “Excellent breeding is the answer to that question.  My mother is from the House of Steel.  My father is from the House of Flames.  I can use my House of Flames bloodline naturally, but my mother’s powers are… difficult.”
That makes sense.  “And I smell like shadows?”
“Yes, but barely. It’s like your mother was a Wyrdling herself.  It’s rare that they have children since they rarely master their powers.  Wyrdlings tend to kill their families if their immortal parent isn’t there to teach them how to wield their powers.  Just like you, Immortal parents rarely stick around.”  He says that last bit as if it were a given rather than a tragedy.
Again, I nod.  Everyone has seen a Fae, but they’re always passing through.  I was always told to ignore them.  Note them, be wary, and pretend like they’re not even there.  And never ever fall for one.  They’re nothing but trouble.
“But… I have magic,” I say.  “I nearly killed my cousin.  That’s why I’m going to Draenyth.  I need to find a cure.”
Just like when he picked up my spear, he looks at me with confusion written all over his face.  “Do you know how unusual you are, Wyrdling?  You walk around carrying an enchanted spear, yet you didn’t know you have a magical bloodline.  You smell of almost no magic, yet you say you nearly killed your cousin only a short time ago.  What is it about you that you don’t know?  Or aren’t telling me?”
It feels like I’m the stupidest person in the world right now.  “I would love to know why I’m confusing.  It would be fantastic if I wasn’t a Wyrdling at all.  I just want to sleep in my bed and spend time in my own woods.  Traipsing around the country with a Fae who grumbles about everything I do was never a dream of mine.”
I say that, and then I pause as I process what he said.  “An enchanted spear?  What do you mean?”
He nods his head toward my spear, completely ignoring my comment about the grumbling Fae.  It’s a spear that Vesta made me when I was still living with my father.  “That spear is imbued with shadow energy,” he says.  “I think it’s to harden the wood and pull it toward its target, but I’m not an enchanter, and the House of Flame is the worst of all Houses to do something like that.  Our magic doesn’t work for enchanting very well. Most of the time, the magic has as much chance to burn the item up as it does to imbue an item with flames.”
His last comment is lost on me, as I can’t stop thinking about the spear I’ve used since I was barely large enough to hold it.  Vesta made that spear.  I reach for it, and my thumb goes to the little black mark on the shaft.  The glyph that’s been there my entire life.  When she taught me to wield it, she told me to always keep my thumb there, that it gave my thrusts force.  What if it was for another reason?
“My tutor made it,” I say softly.  “I remember when she took me into the woods one morning, and instead of lessons, I watched her as she shaped the shaft and burned the tip.”  The memory floods my mind.
Vesta was constantly around from my very first memories.  I know her as my tutor, but I think she helped raise me when my mother left.  She certainly was there when I was learning to walk and talk.  Unlike my father, who laughed and played with me, all she cared about was teaching me and making sure I grew up strong enough to take care of myself.  I don’t think she ever smiled.  Not even once.
She was a tall woman, a little taller than my father, and lithe.  With long, light brown hair that she always kept in a braid, she was my constant companion until I turned seventeen.  Every day, she taught Hazel and me in the morning.  We read from old books and learned our three R’s: reading, writing, and ‘rithmetic.
Then, she’d take us into the woods and teach us how to walk quietly or climb trees quickly or find the tracks of animals.  Hazel stopped coming on these trips by the time I was ten after Aunt Prudence and Vesta got into a fight about it.
The day she made my spear was before my father disappeared.  We skipped our lessons that day, and she took me out before the sun rose.  She picked a long and stout yew branch.  The entire time, she had hummed a singular rhythm.  I’d caught on and hummed along with her.
She built a fire, and we’d fire-hardened the tip.  Nothing was unusual except for the humming.
I remember the way she’d looked that day.  Shining and shimmering, it was almost like she was different.  Like she wasn’t quite there.  The smoke had swirled around us while we’d hummed that song together, and the wind had been so loud.  Then again, the wind used to be louder than it is now.  It used to be so loud that I was sure it was speaking to me back then.
Memories I’d forgotten until right now flash through my mind.  She’d pulled her belt knife out, the same one I wear now, and she’d poked my thumb, the same thumb that I press against the little glyph on the spear.
She pressed my thumb into place then.  When she’d pulled it away, I’d expected to see a thumbprint in blood, but that little black glyph had been there instead.
I hadn’t remembered any of that until now, and when I look up at Cole, he’s staring at me.  Once again, I wonder if he can tell what I’m thinking just by looking at me like that.  “She was Fae, wasn’t she?”
Cole sits down on the log and stares into the fire again.  “I’d assume so.  Few human mages tutor young Wyrdlings, and even fewer mages could hide the enchantment that well.”
Vesta was Fae.  That’s why she didn’t shy away from my oddities.  That’s why she knew to teach me to roam in the forests and why she’d talked to me about the Fae so often.  Thinking back on her, it should have been obvious.
Maybe it was.  Especially with how she always got her way with Aunt Prudence when it came to me.
“If my tutor was Fae, what does that even mean?”
Cole shrugs.  “I wouldn’t know.  Most Immortals in Draenyth have multiple tutors.  Especially those who are from the Great Houses.  Now that you mention it, I don’t know if I’ve ever heard of another Wyrdling being given an Immortal tutor.  That doesn’t seem very common.  Your tutor was obviously hired by your mother as your father wouldn’t have been able to afford an Immortal.”
It feels like so much of my past has been a lie.  Or at least secrets.  Why would my mother hire a tutor for me but not stay with me?  Why didn’t my father just tell me my mother was Fae?  Why hadn’t Vesta told me I was a Wyrdling or that she was Fae?  
Someone should have told me the truth.  Maybe then I wouldn’t have gotten so angry with Hazel yesterday.  Vesta knew what I was capable of.  She should have told me.
But she did warn me.  She’d warned me, over and over again, to not let anyone make me emotional.  It was one of the few things she pushed on me almost daily.  Emotions are the storms of humanity.  They’re loud and messy and rarely have any benefit, and if you let them steer your course, you’ll almost certainly end up capsized.  Hold tight to the rudder when the storms of emotions cross your path.  Seek the quiet of the forest and let them pass without ever giving them control.
She had warned me.
I turn to face the fire just as Cole is.  Vesta had been Fae.  My mother had planned to have someone take care of me, someone who knew what I was.  But why’d my mother leave?  Why hadn’t they just told me what I was?  
My whole life has been a lie, but does that change anything?  I don’t know.  Maybe it changes nothing, or maybe it changes everything.






  
  Chapter 8


The longer we stayed, the more creatures were touched by magic.  These have become the Fae and live Immortal lives because of its touch.  When we leave, every one of them will die when the magic leaves with us.  This cannot happen.~Vyran the Black, A History of Magic and Dragons


Days passed in silence.  Cole adamantly refuses to become a talker during our daily walks.  Mile after mile, we’ve made our way north on the path away from Blackgrove.  The summer sun has only gotten worse as we moved far beyond the world I knew, and it feels like every mile is more exhausting than the last. 
Just like I’d said, every evening when we set up camp, I’ve scampered off into the woods to catch our dinner while Cole silently makes the fire.  Somehow, silently hunting in the forests I’ve never visited is so much more enjoyable than walking mile after mile beside Cole.  I don’t mind the silence in the forests, but silence on the road is miserable.
Each tree I touch calms my need for chatter.  Each bird that screeched at me makes me smile.  Maybe I’ve been talking without words.  Maybe I can have a conversation with the forests without making a sound.  Yet, with Cole, the silence is exhausting.
That’s why I’m thankful that I’m crawling under a low hanging honey locust tree branch instead of furious.  The thorns that cover the bark of the tree are longer than my thumb, and they’re both a blessing and a curse to the hunter.  If I weren’t paying attention, it would be easy to put my hand on it, like I touch so many other trees.  I’d come back looking like I’d fought a porcupine and lost.
But those same thorns are perfect at catching bits of fur from the creatures that brush past it.  Little tufts of rabbit fur dot the bottom few inches, but all of it is old.  Higher up, though, there are a few turkey feathers stuck.  Turkeys are a pain to hunt with a spear, but all I’ve eaten for days is rabbit, and it’d be nice to have something with a bit more fat on its bones.
I know from my time in the forests of Blackgrove that turkeys tend to roost in the same spots regularly.  It’s not a guarantee, but hunting never is.  I’ll keep my eyes out for signs of rabbit, too, but my mind’s already gone to the idea of a nice juicy turkey cooked on a spit tonight.
I take off, following the path away from the honey locust tree that I would expect a turkey to follow.  While turkeys can fly, it’s rare that they choose to when they can walk instead.  They’re lazy birds, and I’m thankful for it.
The forests this far away from Blackgrove aren’t all that different from the ones I’m used to.  Trees and plant life are becoming thinner and less leafy.  The unending tree coverage has more clearings and more light, which only makes the summer heat worse.
The animals are the real change.  While there’s more game, it’s… different.  The same turkeys and rabbits and wolves and deer inhabit these words, but their activities are wrong.  I heard a pack of coyotes calling at midday yesterday.  It was scorching hot, but those were hunting cries.  Why would they be out?
I notice a tuft of turkey down caught on a broken branch and know that I’m on the right trail.  I move faster, doing my best to find the roost before the sun has gone all the way down and I lose all visibility in the trees.
Then I hear a sound that I’ve never heard before.  A… broken thing.  I slow down immediately and begin creeping toward the noise.  It’s a turkey, but… but wrong.  Sad almost?  Mournful?
The screech is so similar to when turkeys are calling their poults to them, but it’s slow and languished.  Not in pain… at least not physically.
I stalk forward, not entirely sure what I’ll find.  I don’t know why anything would sound like this, but it tears at my heart.  Even though it’s a turkey that I’m trying to kill and eat for dinner, that sound gets into me.  
Then I see it.  Head down, roosting in tall grass next to the trunk of an oak tree.  It doesn’t lift its head as it sends out another haunting call.  I don’t know what this call is.  After spending at least some part of every day for more than twenty years in the forest, I’ve never heard a turkey sound like this.
No matter how much it bothers me, I’m in this forest to hunt for Cole’s and my dinner.  I lift my spear in my right hand, my thumb pressing against the glyph as I get ready.  The turkey hasn’t realized I’m here, so if I’m fast, I should be able to close the twenty feet between us before she has a chance to fly.  
The turkey makes that dreadfully sad call again, and I take it as my cue to move.  Sprinting, I race to her, and she hears me.  She doesn’t fly, though.  She just looks at me as I race toward her, spear in hand.  Our eyes meet, and I know that something is very wrong.  So wrong that it shakes me enough that I falter for half a second.  There’s so much sadness in those eyes that I don’t think she wants to escape.
Even as I thrust, an obvious attack, she doesn’t move.  The fire-hardened tip pierces her breast, and she goes silent.  Her haunting call is ended before it's finished.  It’s a clean kill, and her body goes limp as I pull the spear out.
Part of me is still bothered by the look I saw in her eyes and the sounds she was making, but the other part is glad that I have food for dinner.  Then I realize she wasn’t just sitting on the ground.  She was sitting in her nest.  Branches have been arranged to hold her eggs inside while she sits on them and keeps them warm at night.
“Lysara, be merciful,” I whisper, knowing what I’m going to find when I move the turkey.  The goddess of beauty and death and kindness is the only god to pray to at a time like this.  I lift the hen, knowing that there’s nothing wrong with her.
And I see exactly what I’d expected.  Proof that the world is dying.  The remains of six broken turkey eggs.  White with tiny black spots.  The shells are still there.  And so are the poults.  Broken things that look like they’d been burned.  The tiny bits of feather are tinged with black.  The bodies are twisted and gnarled.
An entire brood of chicks dead.  Not because of a disease or a predator.  No, they’re dead because the world is ending.  Something happened before I was born that’s steadily getting worse.
I let out a sigh and turn around.   At least I understand now, even if there’s nothing I can do to fix anything.  






  
  Chapter 9


The darkness has spoken to me again.  There’s a solution, but the price is so high I’m not sure I’m willing to make that sacrifice.  My Little Star…  ~Queen Brenna, personal journals


The past few nights have been different.  While the food is cooking, Cole talks.  Not about him and not about me.  We’ve kept our lives out of the discussions, but we both know that if I’m to survive this new world I’m in, I need to learn about the Fae.  I don’t know what it is about my desperate need for that information that spurred him to speak unbidden, but he no longer seems so annoyed at the mere idea of sound coming from my lips. 
That’s why, when I step into the campfire light tonight, I’m surprised to see him standing stock still, his eyes on a distant area beyond the trees.  When I try to say something, he holds up his hand, silencing me.
What could it be that he’s listening to?  The seconds tick by as I stare at him, every muscle in my body on high alert.  My thumb presses against the glyph on my spear, and I feel the magic in the spear activate.  It’s a feeling I’m growing more used to.  As soon as I tried to feel it, it seemed obvious.
Then I hear it.  An eerie silence that only happens when a storm is rolling in, but there’s not a cloud in the sky.
“The Nothing,” Cole hisses.  He puts a hand out toward the fire, and it’s extinguished in a second.  He rushes to his things and wraps them up.  “I don’t know where it’s coming from,” he says.  “But it’s here, and we need to get away from it.”
The Nothing?  What is he talking about?  Some new terrible beast that I couldn’t have imagined while I was living a human’s life?  Or is it something else?  Something more deadly?  I don’t say anything, though.  I’ve learned enough from him to recognize that it’s best to just trust the High Fae to know when danger is near.  The moment that Cole is afraid is the moment that I should be petrified.
I grab up my bag and bedroll and sling them over my shoulder after shoving the night’s squirrels into them.  Cole is already running, and I have to sprint to keep up.  We get back onto the path and continue to head north.
Cole doesn’t seem to struggle to keep a breakneck pace, but after several minutes of continuous sprinting, I start to have difficulty keeping up.  I’ve never run this far this fast in my life.  My lungs burn from the exertion, but whatever is making him run has to be bad.  I can’t imagine what would scare someone like Cole.
It takes everything in me to keep my legs moving second after second.  I just keep my eyes on Cole’s back as we burn up the miles.
Then Cole stops so suddenly that I run into him.  It’s like running into a brick wall, and he doesn’t so much as have to take a step to catch his balance.  It takes everything in me not to fall to the ground when my momentum is thrown off that much.
I expect Cole to say something.  Anything, really, to explain why he would just stop in the middle of the road.  Then I see it.
I step out from behind him and understand what the Nothing is.  The mists that swallowed up Riverside and so many other places in the world.  In front of us, thick, rolling clouds crawl from behind the forest line.  Tendrils of it creep along the ground.  This is what terrified Cole.  Not a creature.  The mists that are slowly encompassing the world.  
“We just go around it?” I ask, and he shakes his head.
“It’s a trick.  The Nothing is trying to catch us.  Why else would it have left that child alive?”
I look to where he’s pointing, and there, on the ground in front of us, is a boy no older than five.  Walking around with a ball in his hand, he looks lost, but he’s completely unafraid.  Only a few feet away from the mists, he could walk into them at any point.
My heart catches in my throat.  For that briefest of moments, the world seems to slow down.  I’ve never been this close to something so deadly.  It’s like facing down a dragon.  I can’t do anything to keep the Nothing from going where it wants and killing anything in its path.  All I can do is run.
Everyone knows that the people who go into the mists never come out.  At least not alive.  The images I’ve heard described are disturbing beyond imagining, and the thought of that happening to a child when I could stop it isn’t something I can live with.  
My legs move on their own, and I sprint toward the little boy.  Even with how exhausted I am after our run, my feet move faster than I can remember.  The boy looks up and starts laughing, falling backward onto his bottom.  The ball slips out of his chubby little fingers and rolls closer to the mist, which just keeps edging closer to him.
“No, Maeve!  Come back!” Cole’s voice calls out to me from where we were standing, but I ignore him.  There’s no way I’m going to let this child be killed by the mists.  He’s so close…
“Hey!” I shout to the boy, but instead of listening, he rolls onto his hands and knees and crawls toward the ball that sits only a foot away from the closest tendril of vapor.  Terror fills me, but it only pushes me harder instead of making me freeze.  There’s no way I’m going to let that little boy be lost to the mist when I can see him; when I can save him.  I was given speed and strength and agility that a normal human could never imagine.
My Fae bloodline has made my life so much more difficult, but this is something good I can do with it.  I can get to that child when a human couldn’t.  It won’t take more than a few seconds to get there and get away from those deadly white mists.
I’m a hundred feet away from the boy when everything I’d thought I’d known becomes very wrong.
Until now, I’d thought of these mists as some kind of weather phenomenon.  Something similar to morning fog.  Except that it ate people.  In my mind, it was like the Fae version of fog.  Before I’d started running, it had been in the woods beside the road and in front of us, slowly crossing the road near the boy.
As I run, the mists come alive, shifting and moving with purpose.  They quickly slide in front of me and hook around me.  I have to jump several times as thin strands of it slide across the rocky path in front of me.  It’s not fast, but there’s no doubt what it’s trying to do.  The wall of opaque clouds is trying to catch me and swallow me up as it swallowed up Riverside.
“Damn you, Maeve!” Cole screams from where we were standing.  I keep running, but I’m not making nearly the progress that I was, and as I get within the last thirty feet, I realize the boy is sitting near a corner of the mist.  It’s a trap.  Just like Cole said.  I can’t just leave the boy there to be swallowed up by it.  His village is gone, his parents probably with it.  If I don’t save him, there’s no one else that will.
Then I hear it.  A soft hum.  A song that I might have heard somewhere before.  A voice that seems familiar.  Or maybe not?  I certainly can’t place it.  It makes me hesitate for just a moment, and then I push the hesitation away.  This is life or death, and absolutely nothing is going to keep me from reaching that little boy.  I’m moving faster than any human I’ve ever seen, pouring every ounce of speed I have into my legs, but when I’m ten feet away from him, the mists roll over him, swallowing him up.
And he’s gone.  No screams or shouts.  No cries or begging for help.  Silence.  Nothing.  
I scream in anger and defiance, wishing that the magic that I’d had only a few days ago was there to help me protect the boy.  But nothing happens.  Pure anger rises in me, like lightning in a bottle, bouncing around and making me want to break things.  
The mists keep moving, angling toward me, and while I want to let the anger and disappointment inside me explode around me, there’s nothing I can do for the little boy.  Cole was right.  Without a doubt, this was a trap, and now it’s sprung.  The mists have curled around and closed me in.  Ten-foot-tall walls of mist that are impenetrable and opaque have made a circle around me.  The softest, gentlest trap imaginable.
The circle tightens, slowly but surely, and there’s no escape.  With the sand harpies, it had been so fast.  I’d thought I was going to die in a blur of talons and wings, and I barely had time to comprehend it.  Now, I’m staring at walls of mist that move slower than I run.  My death lies behind them, and I have more than enough time to realize my mistake.
I couldn’t have done anything different.  Maybe I’d have taken a different approach if I’d known the Nothing would move like that.  I wouldn’t have walked away from that child.  Never.
I feel beaten.  I’m pissed because I didn’t listen to Cole.  Even a few seconds’ worth of planning could have given me the chance to save the boy and myself.  
That humming is the only sound in the world.  It’s a soft song that feels like something out of a dream.  The haunting melody calls to me and pushes me to reach for the puffy white clouds.  It asks me to accept my fate.  The song is beautiful and compelling.  
The walls continue to close in, slowly getting closer by the second.  I attempt to relax, to let the song take over.  I’m not an animal, and I’m not afraid of death.  I try not to think about how the bodies look after they’re found when the mists recede.
When the mist is only a few feet away from me on all sides, they pause.  “Not today, bastard,” a voice says.  Cole’s voice.
Then he’s above me, soaring on solid eagle wings.  Tendrils of mist fly upward, creating a net as he gets closer to the ground.  He rolls, his wings wrapping around him, and he pulls to the side, barreling into the tiny clearing.
He hits the ground in a roll beside me.  Leaping to his feet, he’s immediately ready, and it’s a good thing, too.  The walls assault him.  The tendrils of mist fly at him like tentacles from a furious sea monster.  Thousands of them moving nearly as fast as him.
He leaps backward and the tendrils close on empty air.  “Maybe one day you’ll catch me, but not today,” he says with a wide grin on his face.  For half a second, there’s a pause as he stares into the mist.  The mist pauses as well, like it’s staring back at him.  I’d swear that there was a person on the other side of that fog directing it.
Then he’s moving again.  He turns, takes one bounding step toward me, grips my waist in his arms, picks me up, and jumps.  It all happens so quickly that I barely have time to accept it, but then we’re in the air, and everything slows down again.
His leap has us flying toward the wall of mist, and a thousand tendrils reach out to grab at us.  It’s during this split-second pause that I realize that I’m not actually saved.  We might both die right here, right now.
Then his wings propel us skyward, the misty tentacles left far behind on the ground.  “You’re a very stupid Wyrdling,” he says through a grin.  I’m hanging from his arms like a limp noodle, and he wraps his legs around mine, holding them up for me.
His muscles are strong.  Far stronger than I could have imagined before.  I’m reminded of when he proved I couldn’t fight him, how he’d held me in place.  My body had warmed at just his stare.  This is so much more intense.
“Yes.  Thank you for saving me.  Again.”  Then something occurs to me.  “You called me Maeve.”
He doesn’t respond right away, almost like he hadn’t realized that he’d done that.  “I didn’t want to confuse you.  There might have been another Wyrdling around.”
I ignore his insult.  “How did you know it would try to trap me?”
The wind is whipping around us as we soar over the forests that we’ve been walking through for days now.  We’re so high that my stomach twists in knots at the thought of falling, yet somehow, I’m not afraid because I can’t believe that Cole would ever drop me.
“I’ve been dealing with the Nothing for a long time.  It’s… persistent.  Especially with me.  I don’t know why, but it wants me badly.  Even though it’s never actually touched me, the closer I get to it, the more power it drains from me.  I don’t know how it’s doing it, but that’s probably the most dangerous part of the Nothing.”
Now that he mentions it, I feel exhausted as well.  “Why do you call it the Nothing?”
Cole tightens his grip around my waist, pulling me harder against his body, and I can’t stop the shiver from crawling up my spine.  I can feel so much of him.  The hard muscles of his chest and legs.  The… stiffness pressing into my back.  I’ve never been touched by a man like this, and while I know it’s obviously a functional way to carry someone, I can’t keep myself from enjoying it.
“Because when it comes, everything gets quiet, like it’s even absorbing the sound of the world.  It leaves nothing behind except death.  When it moves, no living creature ever comes out.  Not squirrels or birds or even insects.  It is the end of everything.  The only thing saving us is that I don’t think it can get very much bigger.  At least I hope it can’t.”
That’s a terrifying thought.  “But it’s still swallowing villages.  How’s that possible if it’s not growing?”
Cole’s chest presses against my back with every breath, and those breaths are coming more often.  Like he’s getting tired.  He has to readjust his grip again, and his hand slips a little higher, nearing my breast.  The feelings coursing through my body are very foreign, and I feel even more lightheaded.  
“It’s moving.  Not growing.  It swallows up a village and then it makes its way to the next.  It mostly leaves the main roads clear, but I guess that’s changed.  I think we should veer off our path for a while.  The Nothing took a lot of power from me, and I don’t know if I’m ready to go back to Draenyth.  It’s not safe for me to be there while I’m weak.”
Cole is the only reason I’m not dead.  Twice now.  “Take all the time you want.  I doubt your emotions would survive me saving you for once.”
He laughs.  What’s different about this compared to our days and days of silence while walking?  He was smiling when he saved me.  He smiled when he fought with the harpies.  Now he’s happy, too.
But when we eat, talk, or walk, it’s like there couldn’t be a more miserable person in the world.  Every noise from me is annoying.  He hasn’t complained at all even when he feels exhausted since we started flying.
“Wyrdling, the day you save my life is the day that the world really has turned upside down.”  He pauses for a moment before saying, “You know, I’m a little surprised at you.  Why did you try to get to that boy?”
It’s a sobering thought.  In all the chaos and terror of nearly dying myself, I’d forgotten the child.  “Because he…”
“Was going to die?  Of course he was.  He was bait for us.”
“So?  That doesn’t change anything.  How did you not try to save him?”  Now that I’ve had a few moments to breathe, the realization that the little boy is dead hits me hard.  Harder than I’d have expected.  I’d done everything I could to save him.  I’d put myself at risk, but it wasn’t enough.
Just like with the baby turkeys and the starving wolves, I want to help.  I want to make things better, but these aren’t things that someone like me can deal with.  Only someone with genuine power could do that.  
I hate it so much.  I grit my teeth and wish there was something that I could do.  This isn’t as simple as that.  These are things that are wrong with the world.  I’m just a stupid Wyrdling.
Cole shakes his head as he turns east, heading off the path.  Far in the distance, I can see the ending of the Nothing.  The ending of the white clouds that cover the ground.  “This is a human weakness, Wyrdling.  You’re not in that world anymore, and you’d do well to stop thinking like them.  Think of how people will use something against you before you react.  People die.  That’s a simple fact, and the only actual goal you should have is to make sure it’s not you that dies.”
“You’re telling me you’d have let that child die?” I respond.  “That you’d leave him there?”
Cole doesn’t respond for several long moments.  “Maybe.  I certainly would not have gone after him as you did.  Maybe I’d have flown.  Maybe I’d have called him to us.  There are plenty of things I could have tried, but I wouldn’t have attempted to catch him that close to the Nothing.  Don’t even try to tell me you didn’t know that it was dangerous.  You saw how it was trying to catch you, and you kept going.  You let yourself fall into the most obvious trap.  It’s a good thing I had enough sense not to follow you.  We wouldn’t have had time for me to grow my wings if I’d done the same thing as you.”
That thought’s terrifying.  We would have died.  I just couldn’t imagine that baby dying.  The Nothing got him anyway.  I’ve been surrounded by death all my life.  It’s not a new thing.  I kill animals regularly, but children…
I think I could have handled seeing a man or woman die.  If it had been a grown man being used as bait, I could have accepted Cole’s criticism.  But a child?  No.  I had to go to him.  If I were in exactly the same position, I’d probably do the same thing.  My heart is breaking thinking about him.  He didn’t deserve this.
I know that no matter what happened, I wouldn’t have been able to protect him.  Maybe Cole could have, but I’m in a world of magic, and I feel absolutely useless.  “I know you don’t enjoy talking to me,” I say as I make a decision.  “But maybe you wouldn’t mind teaching me some things.  How to move like you.  Maybe how to do magic?  I… I don’t want people to die because I’m acting like a human would.  I don’t want children to die because I’m too weak to protect them.”
Cole is quiet for a while, his enormous eagle wings gliding toward the area not covered in the unnatural mists.  “It’s going to be painful.  I’ve never taught someone who wasn’t even fully Immortal.  I think you’re going to get hurt.  Regularly.”
“I don’t care,” I say.  “It seems like I heal quickly.”
Cole chuckles.  “You’re the strangest Wyrdling I’ve ever met.”
I’m okay with being strange.  It’s all I’ve ever been, after all.  As long as I’m strange and alive and strong, I think that will be fine with me. 






  
  Chapter 10


We made a mistake staying here.  It is a hard truth, but it’s one we have accepted.  We’ve never stayed anywhere long enough for the world to change around us.  The five of us cannot hold enough power to maintain this world, but the ones that follow us are too close for any more of my kind to stay.  We must find a way to anchor the power.  We should not have rested as long as we did. ~Vyran the Black, A History of Magic and Dragons


Sticks.  That’s what Cole’s decided to teach me to fight with.  Not my spear.  Not his sword.  Sticks. 
And he was not wrong.  They hurt so much worse than I’d imagined.  I’m holding a three foot long branch in each hand, and Cole is standing directly beside me.  One hand moves to my wrist while the other moves to my hip.  I don’t let myself look at him as he slowly shows me the minute difference between a good swing and a bad one.  
His body is hot against mine.  Not like when we were flying.  That was… functional.  This is something almost erotic.  His cloak and armor are on the ground, and he’s wearing a thin tunic which is tight against his swollen muscles.
I’m glad that I’ve discarded my ripped and torn set of clothing in favor of my extra set.  If I hadn’t, his hands would touch far more of my bare skin, and I don’t know how well I’d have handled that.
“Everything starts at the hips, Wyrdling.  Everything.”  His nails dig into my hip, and a shiver rolls through me as he twists my body.  “Then you swing.  Your power comes from the hips.  Your arms just direct it.”  His body presses against me as he moves my body, and his heat radiates through me, passing through our thin clothing.  A throbbing, pounding sensation that has me struggling to think clearly.  I have a hard time not focusing on those fingertips pressed against such a sensitive place.
I nod to him, and he goes back to his place in front of me, my personal sparring dummy.  I’d asked if I could try swinging against a tree.  Cole had said that was a waste.  This way, if I do something wrong, he’ll remind me.  With his own wooden stick.
I twist my hips like he showed me, my right stick striking out toward his shoulder.  Cole blocks it easily.  “Again,” he commands, and I swing.  Again and again.  Each time, my left hand drops just a little.  “Your guard,” he reminds me.  I quickly lift it back into place, even though my left shoulder is getting tired.
I keep practicing the motion, and suddenly, Cole swings his own stick toward my left shoulder.  It’s the exact same movement I’ve been making, and my stick is too low.  I try to bring it up to block, but I’m too slow, and his stick connects with my shoulder with a sharp crack.
A scream rips from my mouth, but Cole just says, “Again.”  Absolutely no empathy for my pain.  No cause for concern.  In fact, there’s a smile on his lips like he enjoys hurting me, and everything inside me wants to lash out at him.  I swing again, making sure I keep my guard up.  I push my hips to twist harder, to put more power into my swing.
He blocks it easily.  I swing again, the ache in my left shoulder throbbing where he hit me.  My stick hits his, and it’s like I’m hitting a brick wall, as if no amount of strength could ever break that defense.
That doesn’t change the fact that I keep trying.  I push my hips to turn harder, and I swing as hard as I can with my arm, directing every ounce of power into his block.  “You know,” he says without lowering his guard at all, “if you keep attacking with no control, you’re going to get hurt.”
That burning anger inside me wants to ignore everything he says and just hurt him.  Just like when I tried to attack him in the inn.  I know I should listen to him.  That I should pay attention to his warning.  If any other predator—even though they’re nowhere near as dangerous—had given me a warning growl, I’d have taken them seriously.  Somehow, that anger inside me feels so alive, and I can’t stop it.  Almost like I’m watching myself make the mistake, knowing it’s a mistake the entire time.  
When I swing with every ounce of strength this time, he steps back, moving just out of reach of my strike, and I miss.  Hard.  I can’t stop the swing nearly fast enough.  And Cole moves in, striking just as fast as ever.  He swings at my shoulder hard enough that I drop my stick, my arm going nearly numb at the impact.
When he moves in to hit me with the other one, I block it.  All that pent up anger moves inside me like a storm in a bottle that finally has an outlet.  Just like I had missed and put myself off balance, his attack had been lazy since he hadn’t expected me to block it.
Now he’s too close and off balance, and I leap at him, getting through his defenses.  My right hand goes to his throat, and that power inside me wants to lash out at him like it had at Hazel.  Something stops it, though.
That tiny hesitation when nothing happens gives Cole the chance to drop his sticks and wrap his arms around me, putting me in a bear hug.  My hand is on his neck, but it’s not like I can do anything to him without the magic that my instincts had told me I had access to.
I was sure that if I put my fingers on his neck, he would stop hurting me, but nothing happened.
Now I’m pressed against his chest.  He’s breathing hard and staring down at me.  His hands are hot.  So hot that I’m sure that he has to stop himself from lighting me on fire.  We’re inches away from each other, his breath moving over my face as he looks down at me.  The scent of spiced amber is everywhere.
That storm that was raging inside me is still raging, but now, instead of wanting to hurt him, it wants… something different.  “What in Sidon’s name was that?” he growls.  “You made it through my defenses and dropped your sticks?  What did you think you were going to do?  Choke me?  Really?”
I feel like I should say words.  I don’t know what those words would be, but I’m sure that there are words I should say.  My body knows what it wants to do, though.
The hand that’s still on his neck runs down his shoulder.  The last time we were this close, he ran his nails over me.  It’s my turn.  I don’t know why I think that’s true, but that storm inside me says that it is.
He stares at me as my fingertips brush over his skin, feel the heat that billows off the tanned skin.  Those cold blue eyes never leave me as my fingertips drift lower.  The anger that took control slowly changes.  Instead of wanting to hurt him, all I want is to touch him.  To feel him.
When my nails brush against the collar of his tunic, it shifts just enough that I see something surprising.  Burn scars.  Bright red and striated enough that they couldn’t be anything else.
I stop immediately.  The shock forces the storm that’s raging inside me to quiet, and I pull away.  The words come to me as I move to the sticks still on the ground.  “I tried to use magic on you.  It didn’t work.”
Cole’s eyes are still hard, still hiding every bit of emotion, unlike when he’s training me.  He doesn’t hold me still when I try to pull away.  Burn scars.  How badly must he have been hurt to end up with scars like that?  I was hurt badly enough in the Tilted Mug that if I’d been human, I’d be dead.  I don’t have a single scar.
“Don’t try that.  Shadow magic is… tricky.  Especially for Wyrdlings.  Everyone’s heard of the five-year-old that burns down their house with fire magic.  No one hears about the child that uses shadow magic because they just disappear, never to be seen again.  Until you have someone to teach you, don’t just try to use shadow magic, or it could be the last thing you ever do.”
“What other option is there?  Even if I’m the greatest fighter with sticks,” I say as I hold up the two pieces of wood I’ve been swinging, “the first time someone throws a fireball at me, I’m dead.  It’s as simple as that.”
Cole smiles and says, “You could always cover yourself in steel.  Then, there are very few things that can hurt you other than weapons.  See, steel absorbs magic.  I can’t turn you to ash if you’re wearing steel.  Sure, you won’t be able to use magic either, but you don’t know how to use it, anyway.  Be a human that can fight like an Immortal, and you might survive.”
With a frown, I shake my head.  I don’t like it.  I really, really don’t like just ignoring something as important as me doing magic.  Cole has used it constantly.  It saved our lives when we dealt with the Nothing.  No matter how much armor I wear or how good I am with a sword, there are things in this new world I’m in that require magic to deal with.
“Maybe when we’re in Draenyth, we can find you a teacher.”  He says it so dismissively.  Like it doesn’t matter at all.
I drop the sticks in response and say, “I think I’m done for the night.”  Then, in a perfect imitation of Cole, I sit down on the log by the fire and stare into it.  I already know how I’m going to deal with this, and it isn’t to beg Cole to teach me.
No, he said that I needed a teacher, and I know one person who is guaranteed to say yes.  You don’t ask a blacksmith to make you a pair of shoes, and I certainly won’t beg someone from the House of Flame to teach me shadow magic.


      [image: image-placeholder]The fire is low when I finally decide to leave my bedroll.  Making as little noise as possible, I walk away from the camp.  Instinctually, I make mental notes of how to get back.
The moon is almost three-quarters full, and it’s not hard to see tonight.  Everything has a hint of silver to it, and I climb a tall tree to find the nearest clearing so that we’ll have more light.  As soon as I’m above the tree line and bathed in the moonlight, I glance back at the clearing that Cole is still sleeping in.
Part of me thinks this is a terrible decision, but I rub the mark on my wrist.  I need to learn to use my shadow magic.  It’s not a want.  It’s a necessity.  This entire new world that I’m living in is full of magic.  Harpies that can knock my spear away.  Mists that try to kill you. Then there’s Cole, who can do just about anything.  I don’t even want to know what kind of magical chaos I’m going to walk into when I get to Draenyth.
There’s no getting out of the fact that I need to be stronger.  I need to train with Cole to fight, and I can practice magic with the Shade.  If he’ll let me.
But the debts I’ll end up owing him… What does that matter, though?  If I’m too weak to survive, what’s the point of not collecting debts?
A very dark shiver runs through me at the thought of seeing the Shade again.  Seeing him made me feel something different.  I’d say that it was an attraction, but there’s no way to be attracted to shadows under a cloak.  I was drawn to him, just as I was drawn to Cole, but this felt almost familiar.  Like I’d known the Shade for years and had simply forgotten him.
He’s the only answer for this, though.  Just like I didn’t pull away when Cole’s hands on my body made me feel things I wasn’t used to while we were training, I can’t pull away from the Shade when he makes me want to know him better.  Like Vesta said so many times, my emotions can’t get in the way of what I need to do.
I look around the forest and find the closest clearing.  It’s small, but I don’t want to go too far from Cole and our camp.  I hurry toward it, sprinting part of the way and jogging the rest.
When I get there, I look around and feel happy with the selection.  I can see much better than under the trees and we’ll be far enough away from Cole that he shouldn’t hear us talking.  The last thing I want is to wake him up and let him catch me putting myself in debt with the Shade.
I take a few deep breaths and close my eyes.  The image of the real Shade fills my mind.  The way he’d looked when he’d answered my call.  Dark shadows under a black cloak that pulled my gaze toward him.  They’d called out to me.
Then I think about his hands.  I see the black nails that felt so dangerous, yet whose touch had been soothing.  I know he’ll mark me again
“Please come to me, Shade,” I say.  The words come out confidently.  A plea and a prayer.  “Please come to teach me, Shade.”
Moments pass, my breath rising and falling as I wait.  A hint of fear rolls through me as I question whether he’ll come.  If he doesn’t, what will I do?  I don’t have any other options.  I need the power that lies in my Fae bloodline, but I don’t have a way to learn it.  If Cole’s right, making a mistake could have me killing myself.  I need the Shade.
Like last time, right before I’m about to give up, it’s like someone opens a window.  A soft gust of wind blows by me, and I turn around to see the black cloak I’ve seen so often in my mind.  “You came,” I say softly.
“You called.”  His voice is like water over river rocks.  Gravelly, but smooth at the same time.  It’s seductive and kind and commanding.
“Yes, I would like to learn to use shadow magic.  I think I can, but I don’t know how.”  I try to stay calm, to not be too excited or too expectant.  He could say no.  Or I could be too weak.  Maybe Cole’s right and my mother wasn’t strong enough.  Maybe she was a Wyrdling too.
He steps toward me, getting far closer to me than I expect.  “You know this will indebt you to me?” he asks, every word dripping seduction.
I nod my head, my mouth becoming so dry that I struggle to speak.  Anything he wants.  A dangerous agreement, but it’s one I’ve already accepted.  
“I will pay the cost to have you teach me.  I don’t know anyone else with shadow magic.”
The Shade stares down at me, and I look into that impenetrable darkness under the cloak hood.  He nods to me, nearly imperceptibly, and takes my left hand in his.  “Your mother has tried to keep you safe, Maeve Arden, but to learn to use your magic, you must allow yourself to access it.”
His fingers move to my mother’s ring, and I immediately tense, terrified at the thought of him removing it.  Not so much of him stealing it since there’s no reason that someone as powerful as the Shade would have any use for a cheap bit of silver.  No, the thought of it leaving my hand is difficult for me to accept.  I’ve worn it so long, and I never take it off.  
The way he holds my hand so gently reassures me, though.  I know I have no reason to trust the Shade.  There are no stories of his kindness, only his cruelness.  Yet, that touch feels like something I can trust.  Unlike with Cole, everything in me wants to trust the Shade.
He gently removes my mother’s ring, and though I feel nearly naked without it on, that storm that’s been raging inside me feels like the stopper on the bottle has been opened.  “Now, attempt to create shadows.  Lift your hand and see the power flowing in your veins leave your body, just as you’ve imagined me.  Your magic will flow like oil, clinging to any surface it touches.”
I look down at my hand covered in silver moonlight, and as I focus on the throbbing inside me, there’s a strange flickering on my palm, like the moonlight flashes in and out of existence.  The darkness that appears and disappears doesn’t hide me, and it doesn’t last long at all, but something is happening.  I have to strain, but it’s working.  I’m creating shadows.
I look up at the Shade and say, “Is it supposed to be this hard?”
The Shade steps back, bowing his head and speaking slowly.  He looks almost reverent, a servant rather than the most feared and prayed to being in all of Nyth.  
“It is different for everyone.  Your situation is unique.  Your mother effectively cut you off from your magic for your entire life while most Wyrdling children discover their magic by the time they’re talking.  There’s no telling how that has affected you and your ability to tap into the streams of power that flow through that hidden bloodline.”
I nod, accepting the possibility.  It’s still more than I had ever imagined.  The Shade says, “This is the first lesson.  Practice it.  Nothing else can be done safely until you can call shadows into being at will.  Do not attempt to use your powers in any other way.”
“I won’t,” I say, pushing the power through my hand again and watching the flicker of shadows appear and disappear.
“Now, for my payment,” he says.
Saying nothing, I take a deep breath and put my hand out, palm up, to show him the previous mark on my wrist.
He takes my hand and, ever so gently, presses his nail against my wrist.  There’s a sting of pain, and then it’s gone.  When he pulls his hand away, a second tally mark lies next to the first.  “Thank you,” I say to him as he lets my hand go.  “Thank you for teaching me.”
“You bought that lesson, Maeve.  There is no reason to thank me.”
He turns around to leave, but I catch his hand.  The Shade recoils, immediately pulling away, and I let him go.  I’d forgotten that in the world of the Fae, people aren’t… kind.
“You didn’t have to come the first time, and you didn’t have to come this time.  Thank you.  I don’t think there’s another person who could have helped me with either of my requests.”
The Shade pauses for a moment and bows his head slightly, every movement measured and purposeful.  “You are… important, Maeve Arden.  Your debts are valuable.  Here’s a piece of advice for free.  Wear your mother’s ring.  There is a reason she left it with you.  Until you are sure you are safe or very powerful, do not leave it off for long.  That’s how the sand harpies found you before.”
I nod to him.  He turns around, and as he takes a step, it’s like he vanishes, pulled into the shadows at his feet.  That’s when it hits me.  How did he know about the harpies?  How did he know about my mother or my mother’s ring?
More and more questions.  I look down at the ring in my hand.  A simple thing.  Is this really what has kept me safe all these years?  That’s when I remember it had fallen off before I touched Hazel.  Before everything went terribly wrong.  
I feel that power flowing inside me, desperate for release, and when I push it out of my palm this time, the shadows last for just a moment longer before the silver moonlight reappears on my hand.  I smile.  Maybe my vision of the world is shattered, but I’m making shadows right now.  They’re nothing compared to what Cole or the harpies could do, but they’re more than I ever expected when I thought I was human.  And I can get better.
Just like with fighting, I’m going to get stronger.  I’m going to fulfill my promise to Hazel.  One step at a time.  One insanely difficult task at a time, I’m going to step up and become something more than I was.






  
  Interlude 1


Fifteen years ago 
The Shade glides over the ground, his black cloak flowing like dark water toward the Immortal female that holds his mark on her wrist.  She’s a simple jeweler who made enemies with the wrong people.  Powerful people.  The House of Steel does not enjoy their powers being shared outside of their house with enchanted items.
This particular Immortal, a hulder, had created jewelry that enhanced the beauty of any female Immortal who wore it, making all of her characteristics slightly more intense.  Her eyes would shine just a touch brighter.  Her curves would be just a little curvier, and her skin would be slightly softer.  Nothing noticeable enough to pinpoint it, but it was like putting on a ring made them stand out the smallest bit more than the average female.
The House of Steel had come for the hulder, but she’d called for the Shade.  He’d helped her to hide herself, letting the House of Steel think she was dead.  He had saved her life as he had saved so many over the years.  Then he’d disappeared, leaving nothing but a mark on her wrist.  A shadowed reminder of the debt that she owed.
In a world where death and destruction can come with a glance, where the law of the land is that the strong survive and the weak do as they’re told, it’s an oddity that anyone can or will help in times of dire need.  In fact, it’s so unusual that the only person who does so is known throughout the world.
The small shop, hidden in the slums of the Hammer District outside of the House of Earth, is a far cry from the one she’d had in the midst of the House of Flame’s Crown Market.  The walls of that shop had been covered in gold and marble.  Glass shelves had been hand blown by some of the finest House of Flame artisans.
This shop doesn’t even have glass shelves.  But the hulder female is still alive, and that’s what matters.  If the Shade hadn’t stepped in and hidden her, she wouldn’t be.
The stone pathway outside her shop is barely more than gravel with weeds poking through the cracks, sharp thorns on the green stalks waiting for the unwary.  Yet, even the weeds seem to hide from the Shade’s cloak as he moves to collect a debt.
Today, the hulder may question whether her life was worth the price he’ll demand.  
When he slides into her shop, the hulder is hunched over a workbench.  She’s beautiful as all hulders are, but her beauty lies less in her silky hair, soft face, or alluring smile as it would for most others.  No, the thing that draws this one’s prey is her eyes.  “I’ll be right there,” she says without looking up.  Those beautiful eyes are focused on a piece of silver that holds a cheap sapphire in its tines.  The Shade turns around and locks the door before walking toward the hulder.
“It’s time to pay your debt,” he breathes.  There’s no need to growl or be impatient.  No one forgets his voice any more than they forget the debt that decorates their wrist.
The hulder looks up at him, her long black hair framing her face in a way that only a hulder’s can.  Hulders are Immortals that typically feed on humans, using their attractive features and alluring voices to call them to her.  All hulders are beautiful, but Amara is stern and sharp by their standards.  Unlike so many of her kindred, she isn’t so interested in the humans she typically feeds upon.  Her fellow hulders make a sport of it while Amara’s focus has always been her craft, feeding only when her hunger becomes too great to do her work to her exacting standards.
And today would be the last day she would ever make a piece of jewelry.
“What do you need?” she asks slowly, her tongue flicking out and tasting the air.  It’s a hulder’s instinct to manipulate others.  Her fox tail flicks behind her, trying to draw the Shade’s attention away from her eyes as her pheromones slowly permeate the room.
It’s her only weapon against him, and he’s not interested.  “I require a piece of jewelry.  A ring, to be specific.  And I require you to make it.”
Amara breathes a sigh of relief.  She’s not afraid to make a piece of jewelry.  She’s one of the greatest enchanters in Draenyth, and truthfully, she’d be honored to make someone as powerful as the Shade a piece of jewelry.
“I’m listening,” she says, no longer worried.
“I want this ring to enhance a person’s passion.  It needs to push them forward, no matter the costs.  I want your passion.  A hulder who cares less for her food than for the jewelry she creates.  Single-minded devotion to her work no one else I’ve met has held.”
The color drains from Amara’s face.  Everything has a cost, especially enchanting.
“You want me to sacrifice my passion?” she asks.  “But that’s… everything.  It’s who I am.  I’m nothing without it.”
“You’re alive,” the Shade responds, as cold as can be.  “You can find something else.”
She shakes her head, her whole body quivering.  He’s asking something that she never imagined he would ask.  That’s what a true debt is worth, isn’t it?  He gave her life for many years.  Now he’s asking for something only she can give, and something she would never willingly give up for any amount of gold or riches.
It’s cold.  Heartless.  Absolutely terrible.  But it is fair, and that’s the only thing that the Shade cares about.  Balance.  The one thing that the world has missed for the last fifteen years.  Ever since the Houses were broken.  Ever since he became an outlaw.
“I call in the debt,” the Shade says, and magic flows through the air.
The mark on Amara’s arm glows red hot, and she stares at it.  All she has to do to make it stop is decide to do as she is commanded.  A simple decision, and the pain will end.
She just keeps shaking her head.  The Shade doesn’t interrupt.  It’s her decision.  Comply with his request or die.  It isn’t his place to change the outcome of this.  He can’t weigh in or try to convince her.
The mark grows, slowly consuming her arm.  Her skin turns a sickening black.  Liquid drips as the mark expands, turning her entire arm red and then black.  What was once her skin and is now ash floats into the air.  The scent of burned flesh replaces the smell of dust and metal filings, and still, both the Shade and Amara watch as she is slowly consumed by the mark.
Finally, as the flames reach her shoulder, she screams.  All she has to do to stop it is to decide to make the ring.  It would end immediately.
But to some, there are things more valuable than their lives.  This is not the first time someone has chosen death instead of paying their debt.
Everything around Amara becomes dark and smoky.  As the red-hot flame moves to her torso, it shifts and flows around her heart, flowing up her neck and limbs simultaneously, while leaving her heart untouched.
As her screams die in a smokey haze, the Shade steps forward and touches the unburnt section of her chest.  Pure power flows from it to him.
There is a reason that the Shade has been hunted for fifteen years by two entire Great Houses and hasn’t been caught.  It’s how he’s known throughout all of Nyth, yet no one knows anything about him.  It’s how he can hear the whispers of his name a half-country away by a singular human who has learned the power of names.
There is only one person who has more power than the Shade: the King of the Immortals.  The one who wears the Painted Crown.  That man will only wear it for another fifteen years, and then there will be a chance to change things.  A chance to bring balance back to the world.
But only if all the cards fall in just the right order.
The Shade has taken Amara’s power, but he would rather have had that ring.  It would be another tool to manipulate the world.  If he can’t align everything in the next fifteen years, it’ll be too late.
And that will be the end of Nyth as he knows it.








  
  Chapter 11


The House of Stone will be the conduit between the anchor and the creatures that have been touched with power.  They will feed the world beyond the Immortals.~Kasan the Lifegiver, A History of Magic and Dragons


I feel worn down—more worn down than I have in years.  Maybe that’s why I overslept this morning.  Every day for the past three weeks, we’ve walked from dawn until nearly dusk.  Then I hunt and we train with sticks around the fire until I can’t take the pain anymore.  After Cole’s asleep, I sneak off to practice magic.  I’ve had so few hours of sleep, and the wear and tear on my body is getting to me at this point.   
The sun is already high in the sky when my eyes finally open. I look around and notice Cole’s things are packed up, but he’s nowhere to be seen.  My mouth is dry, my body aches, and I have a headache from where Cole hit me last night while we were training.
I run my hand over the spot on my temple where I’d expect there to be a serious bruise, but it’s barely even tender.  The only proof of the injury that had ended our sparring practice is the sticky blood that’s soaked so much of my hair.
I stand up and start packing my things.  Where could Cole be?  He hasn’t started walking since his things are still here.  The longer I’ve been around him, the more I question whether anything could hurt him, so his absence isn’t worrying.  
I look down at my own pile of things and shrug.  If Cole isn’t here, then I ought to walk down to the stream to get some of the blood out of my hair.  I won’t enjoy walking for an entire day with half my hair stuck to the side of my head.
The farther we’ve walked away from Blackgrove, the more the world around us has changed.  No longer are we surrounded by thick forests like the ones I grew up with.  Now, things are rockier, and there are fewer trees.  The clearings have become far more common, and at night I’ve had to walk further away from camp so that my magical scent doesn’t wake Cole up.
In the distance, the Ethereal Spine is visible, the mountain range that Draenyth is a part of.  The capital city of the Fae is built around Skycrest, the highest mountain in Nyth.  We can’t see that particular mountain yet, but we’re no longer a world away from Draenyth.  It’s only taken three weeks of steady walking.
I go down the hill to the thick bushes following the stream where we filled our cook pot last night, and I hear something splashing.  Without thinking, I immediately silence my movements, sneaking through the bushes to see what’s in the river.  It could be a bear or an elk.  The latter wouldn’t matter, but I’d prefer not to be surprised by a bear.
As I push a branch out of the way, I realize that a bear would have been far less surprising than what I see.
Cole is standing waist deep in the stream, his clothes left on the bank.  I instinctively know that I should look away.  I should wait for him to come back to the camp before I wash my hair.  But I can’t seem to turn from the view.
His body is beautiful.  Every inch of it is covered in tight muscles from an immortal life full of physical training.  That body was built for killing.  He stretches and flows and moves, and the water runs over those sharp curves.  I can’t look away.
Especially when he turns away from me, and I realize the burn scars I’d noticed on his shoulder are so much more extensive than I’d thought.  Bright red, they stand out in the morning sun.  Running from his shoulders down to the middle of his back, I can’t believe how terrible the wound must have been to leave something like that.  I know he’s from the House of Flames, so it would make sense for him to occasionally burn himself while learning, but this?  This had to have nearly killed him.
And yet, even though they’re scars, they fit him.  The tight white lines through the red looks almost like a sunburst across his shoulder.  It’s a terrible mark that couldn’t be more stunning.
It's like he hears me thinking about him because he whirls around to face the bushes I’m hiding in.  “Wyrdling…” he growls.
Now I’ve done it.  Embarrassment is not an emotion I’ve ever been familiar with, but today, it’s the only thing present.  “Yes?” I say, barely more than a whisper, as I stand up, turning to face away from him at the same time.
“Why are you watching me bathe?  I thought we had an unspoken understanding.”
Quick.  I need an answer that doesn’t sound stupid.  “My head’s sticky.”  Wow.  Now that’s a very special kind of terrible.
There’s a pause, and I can hear Cole slowly splashing his way toward the bank.  The image of his muscles pulling him through the clear water and getting his pants on is nearly as embarrassing as what I’d watched.  
“Your head is sticky?  That has to be the worst lie I’ve ever heard, and I’ve lived for almost eight hundred years.”  My face is as red as the burn across his back from the blood rushing to my cheeks.  
“I’m done here,” he says after a moment.  “You probably want to wash more than your head, though.  We’re going to meet a few friends of mine in the next few days.  If we don’t make much progress today, I’m not worried.”
He walks past me, his shirt still off and his pants wet, and I can’t stop staring at him.  
This is not the morning I’d expected.



      [image: image-placeholder]I stand under an ancient oak tree quite a distance away from Cole, who’s fast asleep, and I slip the ring off my finger.  It’s like I’ve uncorked the storm inside me.  The feeling is almost natural at this point, yet I know it’s still very dangerous.  It’s like unsheathing a knife when you still have no idea how to use it.  
I need to practice.  If I don’t become stronger, I’m going to end up dying or at least failing.  The world I’m in has no room for weakness, and while Cole is keeping me safe right now, I can’t expect him to forever.
I take a deep breath and start trying to push the power out of my hands again.  The shadows flow, but just like every night, they’re barely flickers that appear and die in moments.  Something is holding them back.  I know it.  Just like I’d known that I should have been able to do magic when I was sparring with Cole.
Anger starts to build, and I can feel that storm moving inside me faster.  When I try to force it to turn into shadows, there’s even more resistance than when I was calm and collected.  Shadows barely appear, a single flicker, and then several moments of nothing before the next wells up in my palm for a half-second before disappearing.
I’m only getting more and more angry as I struggle.  How am I supposed to practice magic if it doesn’t work regardless of how much effort I put in?  Something is wrong.  I’ve been working myself to exhaustion every night for almost three weeks, and it’s not getting any easier.  
I try to calm down and remember Vesta’s teachings.  She would have known how to do this, and she was trying to prepare me.  What hidden lessons did she teach me that I didn’t understand?
From my first memory until the day I turned seventeen, she was with me constantly, as much a guard as a tutor.  Those sharp eyes that seemed to take in everything were always on me.  I remember knowing that she was watching, even while I spent time with my father.  I might not have known where she was, but I knew she was there. 
We spent so much time together, more than I’ve spent with anyone else, and yet, I can’t remember nearly enough about what she taught me.  She didn’t explain how to do magic, though.  Well, not anything beyond how to keep my emotions in check… something I’ve failed at continuously since I left Blackgrove.
There’s a connection between emotions and my magic because the only time I’ve really used it successfully was when I was furious at Hazel.  Now, no matter how angry I get, it’s like the shadows refuse to appear.
I stare at my hand, focusing on the flickers of darkness, and only find more disappointment.  I need to figure this out now.  I know I’m running out of time, and I’m getting desperate.  It’s probably time for my next lesson.
The process almost feels like a routine at this point.  I close my eyes and imagine the Shade.  The personification of shadow magic, he literally exudes shadows constantly.  Strangely enough, when I imagine him, my stomach twists a little.  Not because I’m afraid of him.  No, this is something else entirely.
“Shade, I need your help with shadow magic.”  I say the words as I envision the Fae.  I can feel the words become magic as I say them.  It’s the same feeling as creating the tiny flickers of shadows in my hand.
Moments pass, and just like every time, I worry he won’t come.  My heart races as the seconds pass silently.  What do I do if he doesn’t?  Is there any other way to learn how to do this?
Then he’s here, and I feel like I can breathe easier.  He’ll be able to help me, but there’s more to it than that.  When I stared at Cole in the river today, I’d been unable to turn away.  I’d been drawn to his naked body, and I feel the same when I look at the Shade.  I can’t explain what the feeling is.
“You called,” he says in that soft but reverberating voice of his.
I turn around and look at him for a moment.  He’s never changed—not the way he stands or walks or talks.  Each of the three times I’ve called him, he’s looked exactly the same, but he feels different this time.
“Something is keeping me from using shadow magic.  I can feel the power inside me trying to escape, but every time I try to create shadows like you explained, I have to work so hard to make them appear.  I feel like I’m shoving a piece of wood through a hole that’s too small for it.  If I push hard enough, it goes through, but if I only had a bigger hole, it’d be so much easier.”
The Shade doesn’t respond as he steps closer to me.  The cloak around him sways in the breeze, and I would swear that he’s smiling under the hood.  “You have a lot of anger inside you,” he says slowly.  “Anger and shadows do not work well together.  You have to…”
For the first time, he pauses, almost hesitating.  I wait for him to finish.  “Maeve Arden, I can show you how to use shadow magic, but you will need to trust me.  Will you do that?”
A question that no one should answer with a “yes”.  I know that everything he does is an effort to gain debts he’ll use for his own purposes.  He doesn’t care about me or anyone else.  The Shade is not someone I can trust.
But when I look into those shadows, I feel like I can trust him completely—even more than Vesta or Hazel.  There’s no way to explain it.  
“Yes,” I whisper.
He nods.  “Then close your eyes, Maeve.  Don’t open them until I tell you.  Do exactly as I say, and nothing else, or there will be… consequences.”  The way he says that last word sends a tingle running down my spine.  I don’t even want to know what he means by consequences.
My heart is racing as I swallow hard, but I close my eyes, regardless.  “Hold out one hand, palm up,” he says.  “Just as you have been, push the shadows out of it.  Feel your power flowing through your hand and becoming shadows.  Focus on that as much as possible.”
I do as he says, and the resistance is still there.  “I’m going to touch you,” he whispers, his breath hot on my neck.  “Don’t open your eyes.”
I should be terrified, but I’m not.  My racing heart is from excitement.  The knot in my stomach is because I want to know what it’s like for him to touch me.
Then I feel him, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced.  My mind tries to comprehend what he’s doing, but it doesn’t make sense.  Like a warm summer wind whispering over my body, I can feel his heat, but not his actual touch.  He starts at my neck and drifts down to my collarbone.
My tunic shifts, and the scent of salt and cedar flows over me at the same time that something slides across my skin between my tunic and my breasts.  Down my tunic, and it slips under my pants, caressing my body in ways that I couldn’t have imagined previously.  I should want to take a step back, to stop the Shade from making me feel this way.  I’ve spent my life away from nearly everyone, and the thought of another person touching my hand makes me nervous.  Yet, when the Shade touches the most intimate parts of my body like this, I can’t imagine pulling away from him.
The warmth that blows across my skin sets my body throbbing as my mind questions what it would feel like if it were more than this.  What if it were his hands instead of whatever this magical sensation is.  Those black-tinted nails caressing my stomach… my breasts… between my legs.  Inside me, the storm that has raged for days changes.  It becomes something different.  Instead of the angry feeling of lightning stuck in a bottle, it becomes a throbbing that begins between my legs and steadily radiates outward.
It's not the frantic energy that’s been making me grit my teeth at every annoyance.  No, this is a heady feeling that throbs in time to my racing heartbeat.  I don’t know why, but a soft moan escapes my lips.  The wind becomes more solid, and the sensations become even more intense.
“Maeve, create shadows,” he whispers into my ear.  “Feel them flow over your skin just like mine are doing.  They’re hot and heavy and sticky.  They cling to your skin like dew at dawn.”
Instead of trying to force my power through my palm, I allow it to flow, the throbbing drum inside me giving it strength instead of impeding it.  I can feel my shadows moving over my arm, coiling around me like a snake.  They’re so similar to the Shade’s.  Like he’d said, they’re thick and almost misty.  Wet and sticky, they want to stay on me, holding tight to me rather than flowing into the air like a cloud would.
Then the Shade touches me.  His nails run over my neck and into the hair at the nape of my neck.  I sink into his touch, my entire body wanting to feel him.  His fingers tighten in my hair, and that throbbing inside me quickens.
“Open your eyes, Maeve,” he whispers.  “Your mother was no Wyrdling.”  Then his hand moves away from my neck, and he steps back.  Shadows rise into the air around me.  Covering all the ground in the clearing in that inky blackness and wreathing my limbs in it, I make the Shade’s cloak look like the sun.
“How?” I ask, my voice barely more than a whisper.  The shadows climb everything they can reach.  The trees.  Me.  The Shade.  Everything in the clearing below my knees is hidden in blackness.  I’m nearly as hidden from the world as the Fae under the Shade’s cloak.  This… this is not what I’d expected.
“That throbbing inside you is what feeds the shadows.  Not anger, Maeve.  Anger will choke your shadows to death.  You need to feel desire in order to use shadow magic.  Or its opposite, revulsion.”  He pauses for a moment, his head cocked ever so slightly to the side.
“Magic is controlled by emotions.  This is why Immortals are taught to keep theirs tightly leashed at all times.  Tightly leashed does not mean non-existent, though.  It means controlled.  Used and focused.  Do you understand?”
I nod, not entirely sure that I’ll be able to make myself feel this way whenever I need to.  “I think so.”
“Do not try to use revulsion.  It’s a dangerous emotion even when you’re trained, and it results in far more accidents than desire.  The negative sides of each House’s magic are far more dangerous.”
Again, I nod to him.  I want to say that it all makes sense, but I’m having a hard time keeping my mind on what he’s saying when I can’t stop thinking about the way he made me feel only a few moments ago.  Even though the shadows filling my small piece of the world are incredible, my body has no interest in them.  The only thing it wants is for the Shade to touch me again, to press those hands against my skin.  
I know that won’t happen.  I try to focus on the shadows, on the reason I called him here.  The reason that I’m going to owe him another unbreakable debt.
The shadows have faded, but the throbbing of the drum inside me is still just as loud as it was when I first opened my eyes.  How am I supposed to fight like this?  How am I supposed to train like this?
I’ve spent my life shunned.  Untouched, unloved, and certainly unkissed.  I don’t think I’ve ever felt like this… except when Cole held me.  Or when he taught me to fight.
Or when the Shade held my hand as he marked me.
“Thank you,” I whisper.
This time, it’s him who nods, and when he puts his hand out, I know what he expects me to do.  I place my hand in his, palm upturned.
When he presses his nail against my skin, I sigh.  I know the pain that’s going to come, and I welcome it.  I don’t even grimace as he leaves his mark on my skin, but when he tries to pull away, I stop him, my hand going to his wrist.  This time, he doesn’t pull away.
“Why do you do this?” I ask.  “Why do you make these deals?”
I’ve felt him through those shadows under his hood, and I can tell his expression.  Even though I have no proof that I’m right, I know I am.  Just like I know when there is a wolf on the other side of a clearing or when there’s a rabbit in a bush.  I know that this question has turned his expression somber and morose when he’s been far more lighthearted this evening.
He hesitates.  There’s nothing compelling him to answer me and nothing compelling him to tell the truth.  I’m no one to him.  I’m just a stupid Wyrdling who can’t use her magic.
“Because someone has to, and I’m the only one who can, but I can’t do it all.  Goodnight, Maeve Arden.”
I pull my hand away, and this time, it’s me that cocks my head and frowns.  The Shade doesn’t offer any further explanation, though, and simply steps forward.  The shadows swallow him up.
He leaves me all alone again.  I look down at my hand and feel the drumming in my chest, no longer nearly as strong, but still there.  “I have to desire,” I whisper.
When I put my hand out this time, I feel the shadows appear, and they flow like water from a spring.  Just as seductive as before, it whispers over my skin and pools at my feet.  Liquid shadows that hide the very ground below them.
Underneath the awe of doing actual magic, the drum still pounds in my chest, and I can’t stop thinking of the way it felt to have the Shade’s magic moving over my skin and under my tunic.  Down my pants… I can’t imagine how it would feel to have his hands there.
The shadows fade, and I slide my mother’s ring back on my finger, but then I look down at the third mark on my wrist.  Three debts owed to a Fae I don’t know at all.  Three times that he’ll have complete control over my actions.
The last of the shadows disappear, and I smile.  I’m not just a stupid human anymore.  Soon enough, I’ll have skills that will let me survive in this new world, and then I will heal Hazel.  Everything has a price, and I’m willing to pay this one.






  
  Chapter 12


Strong walls.  That’s the only answer.  Strong walls and strength of arms.  I alone see the failures of the others.  Brenna has been losing herself one walk at a time.  Casimir is nothing but cruelty, and Gethin… That one needs to be told he is not an actual dragon.  There is a reason that our fathers gave themselves to Calyr… ~King Roderic, personal journals


The village of Aerwyn is nothing like what I’d expected.  For once, Cole hasn’t been annoyed when I asked him questions while we walked.  This little village in the middle of nowhere is one of the few things that breaks that grumpy exterior other than fighting.  Hidden many miles off the nearest road, there’s nothing you could see from the sky that would suggest people lived here.   
Massive oak trees grow all around, and the houses are built under them, hidden under their thick branches.  Unlike Blackgrove, none of the houses are much more than cottages, but they’re well hidden.  No paint or bright colors.  No paths or roads.  There aren’t even any fences to keep livestock or farms to grow crops.  It’s as primitive as I could imagine a village being.  
Who would want to live like this?  So secluded and with no niceties?  Without livestock, there’d be no milk or consistent meat.  Without farms, the winters would be brutal.
Plus, why would anyone care about this specific village, anyway?  There are plenty of villages between here and Draenyth.
For being so secluded, it’s in a good location.  I can smell the water in the air that must come from a nearby lake.  The massive oak trees provide plenty of shade, and I’m reminded of the forests around Blackgrove with how thick the tree coverage is.  Nowhere else along the way has the coverage been this thick, and I suspect that at least some part of that comes from Fae magic.  
And the breeze that comes off the nearby hills is a welcome respite from the summer heat.  The scents of the forest are everywhere instead of the dirty smells of most villages.  Instead of smelling like humans and livestock, the only scents are pine and oak trees.  It smells like life and safety and peace to me.
Those are all thoughts I have before I’ve met anyone from Aerwyn.  The first “person” I meet is a gnome.  I’ve never met a gnome, but they’re hard to mistake. He has a thick beard, short stature, and a rather unfriendly expression on his face as he walks out of the little under-the-oak-tree cottage.  His eyes are focused on his feet as if he needs to be sure where he’s placing them.  He has a thick brown beard that hangs nearly to the ground, and he’s wearing a brown and green stocking cap.  Little tufts of matching brown hair stick out the side.
Cole steps toward him, silent as always, but this time, he’s got a wide smile on his face.  He says, “Morning, Duncan,” without alerting the gnome to his presence, and the reaction is more than a little surprising.
The gnome jumps, leaping almost three feet in the air like a cat.  His stocking cap falls off on his way back to the ground, but he catches himself rather than falling over.  It’s comical and so unexpected, but Cole doesn’t seem surprised at all.  “Master Cole,” he says, in surprise and respect, and then he bends down to pick up the stocking cap, only to ball it in his hands.  “Didn’t see you there.  Haven’t seen you around in quite some time.  Had thought you might have forgotten about us.”
Cole’s lip turns up.  “That is the point of Aerwyn, isn’t it?  For everyone to forget you?”
Duncan giggles nervously, but he smiles, and it’s an honest smile.  I remind myself that the High Fae rule the other Fae.  Regardless of who Cole really is, he’s still a High Fae, and that means that people like Duncan will always show him respect.  The smile, though, isn’t a requirement.
“Are Darian and Lee still here?” Cole asks.
Duncan nods emphatically, most of his body moving along with his head.  “They were up late last night.  Darian caught a drakeling, and… it has been exciting.”
I blink.  A drakeling?  What in Lysara’s name is a drakeling?  I try not to act like I have no idea what that is, but it doesn’t seem to matter because Duncan’s eyes never leave Cole’s.  It’s like when I’ve seen the young merchants talking to Uncle Trevor.  He’s far richer than anyone else in Blackgrove, so when he’s there, he’s the only one that matters.
Except that with Duncan, I don’t think it has anything to do with money.
Cole sighs, and his shoulders slump.  “A drakeling?  Really?  Is everyone still breathing?”
Duncan nods again.  “Darian made sure we stayed far enough away.  He was very responsible.”
“Responsible and catching a drakeling are not two things that should be in the same sentence,” Cole mutters.  Then he gives Duncan a wide smile.  “Thank you.  It’s good to see you again, but I’d better go find Darian and Lee, even if I think I’d prefer just going straight back to Draenyth now.”
Another giggle slips from Duncan’s lips.  He pulls the stocking cap back on his head and goes back to what he was doing, namely walking down the path with his eyes focused on the ground.
“You’re friends with gnomes?” I ask.
“Everyone in Aerwyn knows me, Wyrdling.  I built this place for them.  Well, Darian, Lee, and I did.”  He starts to say something else, but then he shrugs.  “You’ll see what I mean.”
Cole built a village?  For gnomes?  That doesn’t exactly seem like the grumpy Cole I’ve gotten to know.
He leads the way further into the village, and as we pass the secret houses, more people take notice that we’re here, and one by one, they leave their homes, falling behind us as we walk.  A little trail of Fae of countless types.  Some I know.  Others I don’t.  Centaurs, goblins, pixies, brownies, and even a dryad.  Each one of them smiles as Cole glances at them, and he smiles back. Not at all like the broody High Fae that I’ve gotten so used to.
In fact, it almost seems like he’s happy here, like he enjoys the people of Aerwyn.  They all follow us, a parade of beings I’ve ever only heard of in storybooks.  Cole doesn’t introduce me to anyone or even talk to anyone other than Duncan.  They don’t approach him, but they all want to see him, to be near him.
Cole stops at the edge of a large clearing.  It’s just outside of the village and looks just as untouched as the rest of the village is.  It’s covered in yellowed grass, scorched from the summer sun, with wildflowers standing tall and enjoying that same heat.  They sway in the soft breeze that carries the scent of the forest on it, a mesmerizing rhythm of hundreds of tiny flowers moving in sync. On the far side of it, there’s one more hidden cottage.  
In the center of the clearing lies the drakeling.  I’ve never seen a drakeling, nor has anyone ever explained what they are, but I would bet every bit of money I’ve ever had that the miniature dragon huffing and puffing is what Duncan was talking about.  Not much bigger than a large hound, it looks furious.  Crystals lay on the ground in a circle around the dragon, and two High Fae stand just outside the circle looking… surprised by its anger.
They have a dragon.  Not a very large lizard.  Not any other number of things that a back country merchant would try to sell as a dragon.  It flaps its wings and flames explode out of the scaled snout, but the flames stop abruptly at the edge of the circle of crystals.  When the dragon gets only about eight feet in the air, it looks like it hits a brick wall.  Its wings hit the magical barrier, and it tumbles to the ground.
“What have you done?” Cole mutters to no one as he shakes his head.  “Don’t go near that circle,” he says to me.
“I may be a stupid Wyrdling, but I’m not that stupid,” I respond.  At that, Cole gives me a grin, but then he crosses the clearing and moves toward the two High Fae.
These two must be Darian and Lee.  Twins who happen to be Cole’s only friends.  The only two people in the world that Cole has mentioned since I started traveling with him.  Darian stands taller than Cole, though he’s thinner, and his shoulders aren’t as broad.  There’s no doubt that, of the two of them, Cole is the warrior.  He’s handsome, with a smile that I don’t think Cole could ever muster, but there’s a stark difference between handsome… and Cole.
In fact, he looks a little… unkempt?  His russet brown hair isn’t exactly maintained, with several tufts poking out at odd angles.  He sees Cole and the smile on his face only gets wider, not seeming to worry about maintaining his control over himself like Cole has been so focused on.
His clothes are even less cared for.  While his light green wool tunic looks expensive, it’s heavily wrinkled.  The sleeves are rolled up, and it’s bunched up in places under his belt.  Sloppy compared to Cole’s almost innate ability to look presentable.  Even after weeks on the road, he barely looks any different from the night I met him.
“A drakeling decided to eat some wards,” he says as we approach him.  “Thought you might want to keep it.”
“Why would I want to keep a drakeling?” Cole replies, just as stiffly as he does with me.  “How old is it?”
“Two years old,” Darian responds, seriousness wiping away all the giddiness he’d had a moment ago.  “No sign of the rest of its brood, and drakelings should still nest together at two.  It’s… odd.”
Cole sighs again.  “It’s getting worse, isn’t it?”
“Who can tell?” the female next to Darian says that I assume is Lee.  She’s actually a touch taller than Darian, with long chestnut hair that she’s wearing in a tight braid.  Seeing a female that’s taller than Cole is bizarre.  Her movements are erratic, as though she has so much energy she can’t control herself.
She’s wearing nearly identical clothing as her brother, yet hers is immaculate.  I think her chaos lies outside her clothing because when she starts talking, her bright green eyes flit from me to Cole to Darian, like the energy inside her is just bubbling over with nowhere to go.
They’re so different, yet the shape of their jaws and the look in their eyes are so similar.  There’s no doubt that they’re siblings.  Them being twins is hard to believe though.
“We followed the drakeling for two days, Cole.  It slept by itself the entire time.  No brood.  No mother.  I don’t know how long drakelings have been this affected, but that’s bad news.”
Cole nods, a very concerned look on his face.  “What could have killed its brood and mother?  Especially the mother?  They’re basically impervious to everything that even a High Fae can do.”  He frowns in thought, and while everyone stares at each other, I glance over at the drakeling and see it staring back at me.
It had been furious when we’d walked into the clearing.  Roaring and spitting fire and trying to escape, but now it’s settled down.  It’s hard to look away from the creature.  I’ve spent enough time with animals to know that the drakeling is different.  There’s intelligence in those beautiful shimmering eyes, and I can’t help but take a step away from the group.
The drakeling’s scales are a dull gray, but something inside me says that they should be a different color. Its small leathery wings are a mottled light gray that reminds me of birch bark, and when they move, I’d swear that I can hear them crinkling.  In fact, the closer I get to the drakeling, the more I’d swear that it’s covered in birch bark rather than scales.  Soft whites and grays with streaks of brown.  Tiny pieces of what can only be horn protrude from its face and brows, yet they look like tiny branches.
I take another step toward the creature.  And another.  And another.  I stop listening to Cole and his friends, far more interested in what can only be described as a baby dragon.  I’d been afraid of it when I’d first seen it, but now that I’m looking it in its eye, there’s no fear.
This is not something I should be afraid of, but it also shouldn’t be caged.
This is a dragon.  Maybe it’s smaller than the ones that are written into history books.  Maybe it’s never going to be any bigger, and it won’t be able to ravage villages, but it’s still a dragon.  It’s still a creature made of magic.
“Stop!” Cole yells, and I barely hear him.  My feet are moving, and there’s no stopping them.  I need to see the drakeling.  I need to be near it.  
When I’m only a few feet away from her, I stop.  I drop to my knees, and the drakeling and I stare at each other, our gazes locked.  She’s gorgeous, but she’s so young.  All alone in a world that is actively trying to keep her from being alive.
The world around us seems to disappear as I stare into her eye.  I don’t hear the wind blowing down from the top of the hills or smell the pine boughs.  I can’t feel the grass under my knees or the wildflowers brushing against my arms.
Instead, I’m watching a mother drakeling stare at a nest full of eggs.  Seven shimmering scaled eggs that ripple with all the colors of the rainbow not much larger than a goose’s egg.  Colored just like the drakeling’s eyes.  She’s as large as a wolf, but she feels old.  So much older than I can even imagine.  Hundreds of years have passed in her lifetime, and this is the first clutch of eggs she’s ever laid.
She can feel every one of them dying.  Her scales are dusty, barely glowing like they should.  There’s no power in the world for her to feed on anymore.  And those eggs… unlike the she-drake, they won’t survive starving as she has.
Every one of them will die.  Hours from now, they’ll be gone.  Their spirits will return to the void between realms.  The she-drake is stubborn, though.  She nuzzles each of them, taking in their scents through the hard shells.  Getting to know each of them, even if they’ll be gone in a few hours.
She looks around at the hill she’s roosted on for so many hundreds of years.  The same views over the river below.  This has been her home for as long as she can remember.  Tonight will be the last night she’ll see it.
The she-drake isn’t strong enough to give all her clutch the chance to experience the world like she has.  She’s too weak and hungry.  But she can save one of them.
She’s lived for a very long time.  She’s not afraid to go into the void or to see the world that comes after this.  All she hopes is that her hatchling will remember her enough—that her memories will flow with her power.  She can’t imagine how hard it will be for her to survive without a brood or mother to depend on.
I can’t turn away from the scene.  The knowledge of what the mother drakeling is feeling and thinking flows into me as if I’d known it forever.  She’s not sad.  There’s no anger or even annoyance.  She just knows she has to make a choice.  She can save one of her babies, but she won’t survive it.
The choice of which baby to save is terrible.  The choice of surviving or giving one of them a chance at life is worse.
She’s not angry at all.  Stubborn, maybe, but not angry.  I’d be furious, but that’s when I feel the emotions that are welling up in her.  Love.  Love in a way that I can’t even imagine.
I watch as she lays her body over those eggs, not because they need her warmth, but because she wants to touch them.  She wants to be near them.  She doesn’t have long if she wants to save the one.
A few more minutes.  She closes her eyes and begins humming a soft sound that doesn’t seem natural coming from a miniature dragon.  It’s a mix between a growl and a purr.  No one would ever confuse it for anything other than a hum, though.
Through that vibration, she feels her power flow to the one egg she’s chosen.  The strongest one.  The female that will live on when she is gone.
I watch the mother drake spend her last breath to hum this quiet song to the drakeling.  As her song flows, her scales dull even more, every bit of the shimmer fading.  And then… and then the song ends.






  
  Chapter 13


The House of Darkness will feed the Immortals.  Their souls draw breath from the void, and the 
shadows will be the passage.~Kasan the Lifegiver, A History of Magic and Dragons


I’m back in the normal world with grass under my feet, wildflowers brushing against my arm.  The scent of pine boughs are in the air, and a baby drakeling is staring at me, its eye blinking lazily in the heat of the sun. 
Her broodmates didn’t survive their hatching because her mother didn’t have enough magic to imbue all the eggs with enough power.  She gave everything that she had to this one drakeling while it was in its egg.  Everything.
I don’t know how a drakeling told me all of this, but I’m the last person in the world to question what magical creatures can and can’t do.  What I know is that I believe it.
Strong hands wrap around my waist and pull me away from the drakeling.  I don’t struggle against the steel grip, but I can’t stop looking at the creature.
“Its mother died to let it live,” I whisper.
“What?”  It’s Cole’s voice, but I’m barely aware of him.  My mind can’t stop seeing the sadness in the mother drake’s eyes and hearing her final song.
I turn to face Cole as he sets me down.  I explain what the drakeling showed me, and his eyes open wide.  Darian and Lee listen at the same time, but they glance at each other, not saying anything.
“What is wrong with the world?” I ask.  “You know what it is, don’t you?  There’s not enough magic.  That’s why the animals aren’t surviving.  That drakeling’s mother died to give it enough power to live.  All of its brood mates died because there wasn’t enough power to go around.  What is keeping the magic from the creatures?”
Cole closes his eyes and shakes his head softly.  “A very, very long time ago, the dragons decided it was time to leave this world.  Only five stayed here.  Four stayed and created the High Fae and then disappeared.  The fifth is Calyr, and no one truly knows why he stayed.  The High Fae were created to hold the power of these four dragons.  To bind the magic of the dragons to this world and let this world continue to grow and prosper as it had while the dragons were here.”
I blink.  The High Fae actually came from dragons?  That’s not just a bedtime story?  Cole continues, “Every two hundred years, the Painted Crown must be passed to the strongest High Fae from the next Great House upon the wheel to make sure that no single High Fae or Great House rules forever.  To bring balance to the world.  
“If the Painted Crown is held by the House of Flame, storms occur more often, there is more fighting, and everything has to struggle to survive a little more.  We are the fire that purges the weak.  When the House of Earth holds the Painted Crown, everything is more fertile.  Everything is given the chance to thrive and heal.  Like the rains after the fire that give first life to a forest after the destruction.  Balance.”
The somber look on his face becomes almost morose.  “Thirty years ago, the leaders of the House of Flames and the House of Steel worked together to attack the Houses of Earth and Shadow in a single day.  The goal was to make sure that only the leaders of those two Houses would pass the crown back and forth to each other.”
Cole seems to struggle to explain anymore, and Darian finishes for him.  “The House of Earth was wiped out completely.  Every single member was exterminated.  The House of Shadow’s gifts allowed many of them to escape.  There aren’t enough of them to wage war on the other Houses, but there are enough that the Houses of Flame and Steel are constantly on alert for them.”
I blink.  “But I’m…”
Cole nods.  “House of Shadow.  Yes.  It’s why the harpies were sent after you.”
“You were going to let me walk into Draenyth, knowing that everyone wants me dead?”  I push away from him, and he lets me go.  It’s a good thing, too, because the thought of him touching me makes me want to lash out at him.
“Your scent is barely noticeable.  There are ways to cover it up even more.  No one would see you as more than a very weak Wyrdling, and as long as you’re with me, you’ll be safe.”
I shake my head.  “But how do I know that you’re telling me the truth?  Maybe there’s a bounty on my head, and you’re dragging me to Draenyth to collect it.”
“Why would the Prince of Flames need to collect a bounty?” Lee asks.  “If he wanted you dead, he’d just kill you.”
I blink again, and I have to bite my tongue to keep from screaming.  More lies.  More secrets.  Is that all there is anymore?
“The Prince of Flames?” I ask as Cole’s shoulders slump.  “Really?  I assume it was your father who attacked the Houses of Earth and Shadows?  Again, I ask why I should trust you?”
What was I thinking?  I knew not to trust a Fae.  
Cole shakes his head and huffs.  “The last time I checked, you’re the one who forced me to take you with me after I saved your life.  While we’re talking about that, why would I keep saving your life if I wanted you dead?  Why would I be teaching you to fight?  Wyrdling, you wanted to come with me, and I’m doing my best to keep you alive.  I’m not entirely sure why I’m doing that, by the way.”
“Because you’ve always liked a girl that wears pants?” Darian asks.
“Because you’re a sucker for a damsel in distress?” Lee asks at the same time.
I glance at the two High Fae before my eyes settle on Cole again.  They’re all quiet as I watch them.  I don’t know what the right answer is.
“You didn’t tell me why the drakelings don’t have enough magic,” I say, not sure I believe any of it.  At the same time, he’s right.  I forced him to take me with him.  
It’s not Cole that answers.  Lee grins in that awkward way that I’m quickly realizing is just her normal.  “Oh, that’s because the world is breaking, and no one’s doing anything about it.  But I’m not entirely sure there’s anything to be done.”
She puts her hand under her chin, a thoughtful look on her face.  “See, there are four thrones, one for each Great House.  No one can sit in the ones for Shadow and Earth, and ever since there wasn’t a King to sit on those thrones, the world has steadily become more and more broken.  At first, it was barely noticeable.  But now…”
Cole finishes, “Now, there hasn’t been a live Immortal birth in the last ten years.  The Immortal animals have so few live births that each one seems like a miracle.  The magical world is breaking because only two of the caretakers are still there.”
I don’t know what to say to that.  Cole doesn’t let me try, though.  “I won’t kill one of the only people that could sit on one of the vacant thrones.”
My eyes open wide at that thought.  “You… want me to become a queen?”
“Or your mother, if she’s still alive.  I don’t know exactly what I was planning, but it certainly wasn’t killing any of the few people left in the world that could help to fix things.”  He pauses for a moment and sighs.  “Bringing back the House of Shadow is a long shot, and it’s not something that we can act on since my father would murder you if he found out you were from that House.  But it’s important to keep you safe.  If you’re bound and determined to go to Draenyth, then I’m going to make sure you live through your little quest.”
There’s no way I could be a queen of anything.  I’m still struggling very hard to just survive walking long distances.  I don’t think I’d survive even a day wearing any kind of crown.  I made a promise to Hazel to fix her.  That’s what I’m going to do.
But it’s impossible to ignore the drakeling’s life.  And no more Fae children?  I’d say that this is a Fae problem to deal with, but it’s not just in their world anymore.  It’s spilling over into the animals that I’ve spent my life around.  Those turkey poults I found on the way to Draenyth.  Those broken things that were born so wrong.
If it’s spilling over into the human world now, after only thirty years, how terrible will it be in fifty years?  In a hundred?  Was I right in thinking the entire world was dying?  And can I really walk away from that if there’s any way to help?
But I’m just a stupid Wyrdling.  I don’t have the power it takes to become queen of the Fae.  I’ve only just realized that there are Fae out there that aren’t actively trying to eat humans.  More than anything, I have to fix Hazel first.  After that… maybe.  
“I can’t be what you’re looking for, Cole.  At least not right now.  My cousin is going to die if I don’t get to Calyr.  I would love it if I could save the world, but this entire world of magic and Fae and Houses is all so new.  Maybe after I’ve had more than a few weeks to get adjusted to it and my cousin’s safe, we can talk.”
Lee and Darian look at Cole, not trying to hide their confusion from me.  It’s not surprising since I still haven’t actually been introduced to them.  Cole doesn’t look confused, though.
“That’s fine, Wyrdling.  I won’t try to force you to become the queen of anything.  I’m just trying to keep you from dying.  Maybe I’ll be able to convince you that the Immortal world is worth saving.  If not, it’s been… interesting.”
That tingling runs down my spine, just like when I would hunt and know not to leave the safety of my hiding place.  Something about what he’s saying is off.  I don’t know what, but something is wrong.
I shake my head, not sure what to do.  I’d thought… I’d thought that everything I’d been told had been wrong.  That maybe Cole was a broody but otherwise good High Fae.  He’s done nothing that makes me suspect that he’s got ulterior motives, but I can’t shake that feeling.  He’s hiding something, and it’s a big something.
What other choice do I have, though?  I still have to make it to Draenyth.  I still have to find Calyr.  Cole’s still the best option for getting me there safely.  Especially now that I know that I’m officially one of the most hunted people in the world.
But can I trust him?  Absolutely not.
I turn around and look at the drakeling.  She’s still staring at me, those big shimmering eyes calling to me once more.  It’s not nearly as strong a need to be near her this time, though.  “What are you going to do with her?” I ask.
Cole’s face loses that intensity, and he just shrugs.  “Not my drakeling,” he says.
Darian quickly says, “We were waiting for you to get here.  We can let it go any time.  I don’t think she’ll stick around now that she was caught once.”
“Yes,” Lee adds.  “And now that you’re here, if she decides to burn the village down…”
“You wanted me here to make sure that didn’t happen,” Cole finishes.  Darian nods, and Cole sighs again.  “Let’s be done with it now rather than later.  No reason to keep a drakeling penned up any longer than needed.”
Lee and Darian grin at Cole.  He just shakes his head and walks toward the pen made of crystals.  I follow him while his friends step back, moving to the edge of the clearing.
“What are you doing, Wyrdling?” he asks as he gets within arm’s reach of the cage.  “You don’t want to be anywhere near this thing when it’s free.  It looks cute, but they’re nearly indestructible.  The best I can do is keep it from damaging anything with fire.”
I smile at Cole before turning back to the drakeling.  “I have a feeling that you won’t need to do that.”
He frowns at me.  Maybe I’m the world’s biggest fool, but the only thing I’ve learned to trust is that instinct that’s kept me safe all the years I spent nearly alone in the woods.  It hasn’t let me down yet.
Even with Cole, I knew there were secrets.  I knew there were reasons not to trust him.  But the drakeling?  The only instinct I have is to free her.
Cole chuckles and shakes his head, obviously thinking that I’m crazy.  He reaches out and pulls one of the crystals away from the others, and everything gets quiet.  The drakeling presses against what was once a magical wall, and this time, her wing passes through it.
My eyes meet the drakeling’s and she takes several steps toward me.  She’s enormous, yet so tiny compared to the stories about dragons.  Her wings spread out nearly as wide as my arm span, but she looks solid.  Like if a hound were made of stone.  I wouldn’t expect to be able to pick her up.
Yet, she’s a dragon, and she’s not much bigger than a hound, so she feels tiny.
The danger isn’t her size, though.  I know that.  It’s the fact that she breathes fire, can fly as nimbly as any large bird, and has scales harder than stone.  Right now, though, I can’t see her as dangerous.  I squat down and put my hand out just as I would for any other animal I wanted to befriend.
Just like a hound, she steps toward me and sniffs my hand.  Big sniffs that surprise me.  Her scales seem to brighten, the muted grays suddenly seeming to shimmer in the sunlight.  Then she walks toward me, no longer afraid at all, and presses her head to my thigh.  No different from a puppy head-butting a human, the drakeling pushes me.  Unlike a puppy, she’s strong.
I fall over, and she’s on me in an instant.  Her wings close, pressing tight against her back as she lays down beside me and nuzzles my face.
Cole must not understand what’s happening because, before I realize he’s moved, I see that black steel sword of his come down hard on the drakeling’s head.  It does absolutely nothing.  The drakeling barely seems to notice.
She just presses her head against my shoulder and… hums.  It’s a song not all that different from the one she showed me.  Except that there’s no sadness to this one.  It’s exuberant.  It’s the opposite of the one her mother sang.  It’s a song of life instead of death.  I freeze.
So does Cole.  The scent of warm, musty earth fills the air alongside the drakeling’s song.  Calm and soothing, I can’t help but relax.  To smile.  To breathe air and exist.  Even though a literal tiny dragon just knocked me down and is aggressively rubbing her snout against me.
Like a puppy.  Like an enormous, scaled hound that can breathe fire and roast me alive with a thought.  Yet, every ounce of fear and suspicion in me is fading, and I’m left not wanting to move.
I run my hand over her cheek, not really knowing what else to do, and I’d swear that she smiles at me.  Then she rolls over—which is a surprisingly comical movement for a hound-sized dragon—and stands up.  She shakes her body, and the soft gray membranous wings crinkle.  She takes another look at me, and she leaves me with a single thought.
Zephyra.
Then she leaps into the air and her wings carry her high into the clouds.  “Who knew that drakelings had so much in common with hounds?” Cole mutters.






  
  Chapter 14


Sidon’s line is a prideful House.  Growth, expansion, and a drive for power are the blades they wield.  
They, of all the Houses, are the most worrisome.  
Pride corrupts the best of us.~Kasan the Lifegiver, A History of Magic and Dragons


I hadn’t expected the village of Aerwyn to be full of Fae.  Maybe I was an idiot when I’d assumed it would be full of humans, but being around so many beings that I’ve thought of as the things that terrorize humans is unnerving. 
Claws, feathers, sharp teeth, and ghastly appearances are as common as the beautiful and seductive here.  The one thing that seems uniquely common is how many of the beings here look at me with hunger in their eyes.  All of those appearances seem suspiciously apt for catching humans, and just like the harpies, I doubt I would escape any conflict with them.
Yet, none of them attempt any kind of attack on me.  Maybe Cole was right.  If I stay near him, no one will bother me.
Tonight, like most nights, according to Lee, everyone is sitting around the communal village fire.  The stars light up the summer night, but tonight, I’m paying more attention to the attendants than to the environment.
The chatter around the communal fire seems so… normal.  Talk of the drakeling and plants being infested with worms.  Worries about the Nothing coming and overtaking the village.  Everything sounds so much like the old men and women in the taverns would have talked about if they’d known what these villagers do.
There’s no doubt in their minds why there are fewer animals or why there aren’t any children being born.  They know that the empty thrones are the root of the world’s problems.  Yet, they don’t speak of it.  Every time it gets close to those topics, they glance at Cole and the conversation shifts again.
The talk may be normal, but the participants aren’t.  “That drakeling was feeding on the wards Darian and Lee put up,” a brownie says as he hangs from a tree by his hairy toes.  He puffs on a long root-shaped pipe, and watching him makes me a little dizzy as I listen.  He’s three feet tall, with more wrinkles than most grandfathers.  “You mark my words, there will be other creatures that come and do the same.  We’re the only magical thing between here and Draenyth.  Won’t be long before we become a feeding ground unless we can protect those wards.”
A female Fae with long black hair that seems to be constantly wet wearing a nearly sheer white dress replies, “It wasn’t always like that.  There used to be many fonts of magic.  But then…”  When she speaks, I see the razor-sharp teeth hidden behind her blood-colored lips.  Her voice is a whisper that makes it hard to turn away from her, yet I can hear it perfectly fine even amidst all the conversation and the roaring fire.
She glances at Cole, who is sitting on a bench, just like he has every night since Blackgrove, staring into the fire.  Unlike the other nights, he’s not ignoring everything around him, though.  When Lee or Darian say something to him, he answers without looking away.
His lips curl into a smile.  Without a fight.  They’re making him smile just by talking to him, which is so bizarre to me.  I didn’t know that it was possible.  Maybe he really does have friends.
Everyone gives me little glances out of the corner of their eye, but no one seems to want to acknowledge me.  I’m not sure whether that’s because they want to eat me and don’t want Cole to know that, or if it’s because they don’t want to accept that Cole brought me here.
I’m used to that, though.  Being a Wyrdling isn’t any more acceptable in a Fae village than it is in a human one.  So I pick at the bark on a stick in front of me, pretending not to notice the fact that I’m both being ignored and being stared at.
Darian leans in close to Cole, and he whispers so low that I have to strain to hear it.  “That’s her, isn’t it?”
Cole whips his head toward Darian, and the look he gives him tells him to be quiet.  It’s obvious that he was talking about me, but what did it mean?  More secrets.  No doubt about that.
I huff and shake my head, frustration welling up inside me.  I run my thumb over the marks on my wrist and wish that I could talk to the Shade.  There are too many secrets, and it feels like every time Cole reveals one, there’s a new one to replace it that makes me rethink whether being around him is the best decision.
The only reason I haven’t walked away is the same reason that I worry about walking away from him in this village.  The same reason I followed him to begin with.  Without Cole’s protection, it would be too easy for something to kill me, and I hate that feeling.  I spent my life being the strong one.  The one that everyone else feared at least a little.
I yearn to be confident again, to be strong enough to protect not only me, but also my family.  The stick in my hand reminds me of the sticks that Cole and I trained with on our trip to this village.
I haven’t trained today.  Not with sticks or with magic, and maybe that’s exactly what I need.  A way to burn off some of the frustration inside me.  I glance at Cole for a moment, but he’s staring into the fire again.  His friends are doing the same thing while the rest of the village chatters away.
“I’m going to go for a walk,” I say, directing the words at Cole.  He immediately looks away from the fire toward me.  The flames in his eyes are just as intense as the one in the center of all these people, but he doesn’t say a word.  I turn and walk away.
The whole time, my nerves are going crazy.  What will he do?  Is he angry?  Interested?  Is he just trying to keep an eye on me?  Is he worried that someone in this village that he created is going to attack me?
Or is this just how he is when he’s around all these people?  The Prince of Flames.  He’s not just a High Fae.  He’s royalty, and his father is the person who attacked my mother’s House.
I take step after step into the darkness of the village.  Hidden from the world by trees and wards, it’s a place that has been forgotten.  I know I should be afraid, but this place feels so similar to Blackgrove.  Forgotten.  Unimportant.  A simple place where no one wants me.
And all around me are the forests that feel like home.
When I’m barely out of sight of the last of the little cottages, I climb a tall oak tree, finding my way to the top by feel.  One handhold at a time, I feel the bark bite into my skin.  The anxiety and overwhelmed feelings seem to roll off of me in waves as I go back to a world that makes sense.
When I’m laying against a branch at the top of the oak tree, thirty feet above the ground, I feel like I can breathe again.  The silent darkness that surrounds me is a soft and loving embrace.  No different from when I was eight and my father disappeared.
I can’t think of another moment in my life where I’d needed the solitude of the trees as much as I did then.  The memory of him is always so crystal clear in my mind.  He was the kindest person I’ve ever known.  He loved without ever expecting anything in return.  Even years after she abandoned him, he felt nothing but love for my mother.  I know it’s a strange thought, but one of the reasons I loved him so much was because of how much he loved me and my mother.  The rest of the world looks at me like there’s something wrong with me.  Not my father.  Sandor Arden didn’t care what the rest of the world thought, and I still love him for that.  
He is the best human I’ve ever known.  Everyone thinks he’s dead, but I don’t know if that’s true.  I don’t really believe it.  He wasn’t some fool from Blackgrove.  He was strong and smart and… and I would know if he had died.  I wouldn’t feel like I do; like he’s missing.
I remember the nights after he didn’t come home.  I’d hidden in the trees for almost three days straight, and Vesta didn’t get onto me at all.  She would have been able to find me easily since she was the one who’d taught me to hide in the trees.  There’s no way she’d have had any problems finding an eight-year-old Wyrdling.
She’d let the forest comfort me because she was not capable of it.  I never understood why she couldn’t, but I think it’s because she was Fae.  Like Cole, except nothing we did ever made her smile like fighting makes Cole smile.  Where Cole has to control his emotions, I don’t know if Vesta was capable of them.  She’d always seemed so confused by them.
While I trusted Vesta more than anyone else in the world, I didn’t love her.  That feeling was reserved only for my father… and for Hazel.
I close my eyes and try to think about… well, everything.  Except that as soon as I close my eyes, I feel the branch under me shift, and my eyes open instantly.
Standing on the other side of the branch is Cole, just like he was when he woke me up after finding me tracking him.  This time, though, he’s smiling.  “You know you shouldn’t have left the fire, don’t you?” he asks.
“Why not?  Are the village people going to eat me?  You can’t tell me you didn’t notice them licking their lips when they looked at me.”
Now that I know what to look for, I catch glimpses of the pixie wings buzzing nearly transparently from his back.  “No, they won’t try to eat you.”  He says it softly.  “But they do think you’re the rudest guest they’ve ever had.”
Then I see the hesitation in his expression.  He’s trying to keep the smile on his face, but it slips.  And he slips at the same time.  The most physically skilled person I’ve ever met nearly falls off a branch I could walk on without any trouble.  The smile snaps into place again, and he rights himself.
He’s forcing an emotion, and that emotion has to do with a smile.  His wings require a smile?  Like shadows require desire?
Obviously not trusting his emotions, he straddles the branch, and I don’t see the shine of those wings again.  “My friends and I built this village, Wyrdling.  We don’t agree with how the Immortals in Draenyth live, but those aren’t the only Immortals in the world.  Even in Blackgrove, there are Immortals living amongst humans.  They just act like humans, and you’re none the wiser.”
“Like Vesta, my tutor?” I ask.
Cole nods.  “This place… it’s full of people who would have terrible lives in Draenyth.  A dryad should live in the woods, not bound to a High Fae’s orchard.  She should drink from streams and touch all the trees she sees.  Not forced into touching the same trees every day.  She should be in the wild with wild things.  Her songs should be heard by the hawks and wolves and deer and mice.  She should know the squirrels that live in the trees.”
He sighs.  “I made a place for the people to live like they should live.  To escape the torment of eternal slavery.  To escape the rule of the High Fae.  It’s not only humans that have something to fear in Draenyth.  The High Fae rule there, and while the Lesser Immortals aren’t eaten, any broken law could end with them collared and owned by a High Fae.  Aerwyn is a place for runaway slaves, and Lesser Immortals who were being forced to do… unpleasant things for High Fae.”
Slaves?  That’s what this place is about?  “And you rescued all of them?”
Cole shrugs and stares past me into the darkness.  “I rescued some.  Darian and Lee rescued others.  Some of them were found hiding in human villages after having escaped.  We brought them all here to a place where no one would find them.  The wards we’ve put up will keep any scrying from finding them.  The physical placement of the village and the difficulties they’ve gone through to keep it hidden from the air will keep them safe from wandering eyes.”
He turns his gaze back to me.  “There’s more wrong in the world than just the attack on the Houses of Earth and Shadow, Maeve.  The High Fae are ruining everything.  They’ve forgotten what the dragons taught them all those thousands of years ago.  The Shattering of the Houses was the natural next step, and I’m not surprised that it happened.”
That’s… not what I’d expected.  “But you and Darian and Lee are just three people.  How do you change an entire world of corruption and hate?”
Cole shrugs.  “Someone has to, or the path forward will be the end of the world as we know it.  I’m the Prince of one of the Great Houses.  Other than my father or the King of the House of Steel, there’s no one who has a better chance of stopping the path we’re currently on.  And…”
He turns away from me again, not wanting to hold my gaze any longer.  “And I need to make amends for the things I’ve done.”
The way he says it, I wonder if he’s even talking to me.  I know that feeling of needing to make amends.  I don’t think that Cole ever meant to hurt anyone.  He doesn’t seem to be a cruel High Fae like he talks about the others being.  He must have hurt someone, regardless.  Just like I hurt Hazel by accident.  That guilt still tears at me, and I wake up from nightmares because of it.
The breeze blows between us, carrying scents of the fire that we were sitting at only a short while ago.  “Do you have any idea how overwhelming this all is?” I finally say, trying to redirect the conversation to less depressing topics.
Cole’s eyebrow arches.  “Not really.”
“Literally three weeks ago, I thought all Fae were going to eat me, and now I’m in the middle of a magical war or something.  I was sitting around a fire with thirty Fae, all of whom looked like they were having to fight the urge to taste me.  I’m supposed to trust you with my life repeatedly because there’s no other option.  Trust your judgment on each step of this journey.  All the decisions.  All the information.  I don’t have any choices here, Cole.  More than that, I don’t know enough to make any actual choices.  I feel like every other day, I’m being shown some secret that I should have known when I was five.”
He's quiet as he listens to me.  I don’t know what else to say, though.  I sigh and lean forward, putting my hands on the branch.  “I used to be proud of myself.  There was nothing I couldn’t do.  I was the best in my village at everything I’d ever done.  I could run faster, jump higher, track better, and hunt more efficiently than anyone else.  I knew what was happening when no one else did, because I had a sense of when people were lying.  I was exactly what I wanted to be, and now… Now, I’m lost and need you to protect me from the entire world.  Everyone lies, you included.  The only thing I’m still good at is hunting, and from the look you gave me at the fire, I don’t think you want me wandering in the woods around here.”
I want to glare at him as if he’s the bad guy in all of this, but I know he’s not.  He is a part of all of these changes.  He is keeping secrets and only spooning them out to me on a need-to-know basis.  “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, Cole.  I know I’m just tagging along while you go home to visit your father, but I’m feeling overwhelmed by it all.  I’m feeling not in control of my life, and it’s getting to me.”
The corner of his lip slowly curls up, and his wings lift him into the air until he’s standing again.  “You could stop being such a Wyrdling and spend some time getting to know the people here.  They may think you smell delicious, but they won’t eat you.  It’ll be good practice for Draenyth because in Draenyth, I can’t make the same promises about your safety.  Otherwise, spend as much time in the woods as you want.  It’s as safe here as it was in Blackgrove.  You’re less of an idiot human now.”
He shrugs again, and just like that time before, he steps off the branch and slowly floats to the ground.  The only difference is that I know to look for the barely visible glint of moonlight in the pixie wings.
He thinks I’m safe here?  Did he not see the way all the village people were licking their lips?  None of them made a move to hurt me, though.  What reason would Cole have to bring me to this village if he thought I wasn’t safe?
Do I trust Cole?  That answer is the only simple piece of all of this.  No.  It’s not because of anything that’s happened.  It’s the tingle on the back of my neck when he says anything.  The same one that I’ve had since the moment I met him, since I looked at the High Fae in a forest green cloak in the Tilted Mug.  It’s the way he hesitates when he responds that sets me on edge and has me looking for the hidden string to pull on to find out the whole truth.  
There’s nothing trustworthy about Cole, but should I trust that I’m safe in Aerwyn?  I think so.  At least as safe as I am anywhere anymore.
If that’s true, then maybe I should get to know them.  Like Cole said, it’ll be good practice.  Maybe then I can stop thinking of them as nightmares given flesh.  Maybe if I learn their stories and find out why Cole saved them, I can think of them like people with terrifying teeth instead of monsters.
I need to embrace this aspect of my new world instead of hiding from it.  The villagers may have answers to the thousands of questions about my new world.






  
  Chapter 15


The stone sings of terrible things to come.  Dark and dangerous songs from the depths.  
Notes of war are upon us, but from whom?  
Treachery, destruction, and pride are my possible allies.  
What answer is there but to trust my walls?~King Roderic, personal journals


Like every day other than yesterday, I find myself in the forest alone, hunting for dinner for Cole and myself.  The one part of the day that still feels right.  Today’s special, though.  I’m not hunting for rabbits or squirrels.  I won’t turn down small game, but I’d like to do as Cole suggested and try to meet and get to know some of the Fae living in Aerwyn, and I think I’d feel a little better knowing that their bellies were full. 
Plus, maybe some of them will show me a little more respect if I can bring home supper for more than just me and Cole.  It would give me something to talk about as well.  I remember the first time I brought home a deer.  Sure, we never had a lack of food with how much money Uncle Trevor received after taking me in, but venison was a rarity.  The look in all their eyes when I’d brought home a full-grown stag at ten had made me feel far better than the meat had.
I’d been able to tell the story.  Aerwyn doesn’t have farms or livestock.  I assume the Fae here are hungry, and if I can bring down any large game, they’ll be excited.  It will be a way for me to break the ice between me and them, and hopefully, I don’t let that ice build up again.  The first bit of conversation is always the hardest, though.
I stop, something catching my attention out of the corner of my eye.  I turn and see the scratches against a tree at just a little under waist height, the telltale sign of boar.  Quickly, I move toward it and see the black bristles embedded in the bark.  It’s higher than normal, and I pause for a moment, not sure that I’ll be able to get something that large back to the village.
A wild boar can weigh over five hundred pounds, and while I’d have killed one that size when I was back home in Blackgrove since we’d smoke it and be able to store it in the cellar, it makes me nervous to do that here.  I might be luring predators to the kill if I can only bring back a quarter at a time.
Predators that will hope to catch me rather than the boar.  We’re far closer to Draenyth now.  There was a drakeling in the village when we arrived.  What else could wait in these woods that would love to snack on a Wyrdling?  I know nothing about the Immortal animals like drakelings.  How to fight them, how to track them, or even how to not be eaten by them.
I have to follow up, though.  Maybe I’ll get lucky, and it’s only a couple hundred pounds.  Then I can build a makeshift sled and haul it back to the village whole.
Every hunter knows they could eventually become the prey.  I just need to stay vigilant.  As I move, I spot the trail that this boar has followed.  Small tufts of bristles line the trees he’s brushed against.  Hoof prints in the soft loamy ground.  The way the branches bend and shift in ways to allow a three foot tall animal through.  That’s the good thing about large boar.  There’s nothing in the wild that hunts them, so they aren’t exactly worried about covering their tracks.
I run, not wanting to miss the first big game I’ve had in weeks.  My thumb moves over the glyph on my spear.
And I smile.  This feels right.



      [image: image-placeholder]I don’t know why, but I’m sure that I’m close to the boar now.  The tracks are spotty here.  Not nearly as obvious as they were when it was through the underbrush.  While pushing through the underbrush was physically more difficult, tracking through the clearings was far harder.  I don’t know how many times I had to trust my gut feeling and just pick a direction.
My left hand brushes a fir tree, and I veer left.  I don’t know why, but it’s like I can smell him.  A thick, musky and earthy scent.  And based on that scent, I know that he’s only a few hundred feet away.
It’s nearly noon, and as I cross the rocky patches in the forest floor that have created these clearings, the sun beats down on me.  It’s one of the few differences between these woods and the ones outside of Blackgrove, and I’m enjoying the change.  The crunch of pine needles underfoot makes me nervous.  The last thing I want is to have to chase the beast because I spook him.
Then I hear soft huffing as the boar roots.  He paws at the ground, trying to dig up something that only it would want.  My thumb moves to the glyph on my spear, and my heart calms in an instant.
Just past this overgrown holly bush.  I take two very slow, very deep breaths, and I begin to stalk the creature.  I don’t know how large it is.  I’m just glad that it’s a boar and not an Immortal animal lying in wait.
Every instinct goes on high alert.  I follow every lesson that Vesta taught me when I was first learning to hunt.  Toes touch the ground first.  Soft knees.  Test the ground before putting weight on it.  Don’t look where you’re walking.  Let your toes tell you what’s under your feet instead of your eyes.  Your eyes are for spotting prey and choosing your path.
And never, ever forget that you can become the prey.
I slink around the patch of brush, and as silently as possible, I peek around it.  There, next to a tree, is one of the largest boars I’ve ever seen.  Covered in black bristles, a buzz of flies follows it.  The creature’s hooves are covered in mud, and its snout is deep in the mud that it’s rooting in.    Seven or maybe even eight hundred pounds with tusks that rise nearly a foot from its jaws.  If Cole were to lie down, it would be nearly as long as him.  Standing up, he’s taller than my waist.  This is the largest I’ve ever heard of.
Huge boars like this are one of the few creatures in the forests that I don’t like the idea of fighting with a spear.  There’s a reason that they don’t have any predators.  Entire wolf packs struggle to hunt them efficiently.  They’re meant to win fights.  Wolves are meant to kill, but boars outlast their enemies.  They can be stabbed dozens of times and still keep rushing at you.  They’re covered in a thick hide that’s hard to pierce with those hard bristles that do more to protect them than you’d think.  Underneath that thick hide is a layer of fat that protects everything important.  You don’t kill them with a single stab.  You have to keep fighting.  Keep stabbing.  And if, at any point, you make a mistake, they will be on you in seconds, and you will die.
I take a step back, no longer feeling that sense of serenity that I’ve had since I walked into the woods, and in my shock at the size of it, I make my first mistake.  A branch cracks under my heel.  My spear comes down immediately, preparing for the boar to be aggressive toward me, but I’m not used to the ones that are this size.
It weighs at least four times as much as me.  It’s at least as long as I am tall.  The beast snorts and turns toward me, not worried at all about a human.  Especially one my size.  I take another step back, not sure what I want to do.  Fight this thing and have food for the entire village or not take a risk in fighting the boar and come back empty-handed.
I stare the boar in the eye.  It looks at me like I’m nothing.  Less than a fly on its back, and that brings out every bit of anger that I’ve felt for days now.  I may not be able to fight harpies or the Nothing.  I may not know how to use magic or fly or even fight like Cole.
But I can hunt.  That bottled lightning inside me begs to be let out.  It’s desperate to be used, but now isn’t the time for magic.  Now is the time for the things that I’ve known for so long.  The call of the hunt.  My spear and me against a creature of the forest.
I press my thumb against the glyph on the yew wood of my spear, and I smile.  The boar senses a shift in me, and for a moment, he hesitates as I charge.
He’s probably confused.  Nothing as small as I am should be trying to attack him.  He’s enormous, and I am not.  But I don’t have to be big to be deadly.
The hesitation ends, and he begins his charge toward me, the shift inside the creature’s mind going from relaxed and unworried to life or death.  My body sings with the movement.  The anger hangs on, though.  The lightning inside me zips around, urging me to fight, to kill.  To give into the animal inside me that craves the hunt.  That craves the bloodshed.  That is just as wild as the animals that I’ve hunted.  I’ve felt that for so many years, but even when I try to let myself give in, it’s like it’s just out of reach.  The same happens today, but that’s not surprising.
I time my footsteps just right, and as soon as I’m barely outside of range with my spear, I leap to the side.  Boar are fast, strong, and fantastic at killing anyone once they’re on the ground.  But they do not turn well.
They can’t move sideways like a human can.
As I leap, I strike with the spear, hitting it in the back, and I pull the spear out before it has a chance to rip it from my hands.  The boar races past, but I know I’ve only made it angry.  That was no death blow.  Now I wait.  In seconds, it will burst from the brush and try to knock me over so that it can gore me with its tusks and stomp on me, crushing me with its enormous weight.
My heart races, but my hands are relaxed.  My mind is calm.  Listen, Maeve.  Boar are loud.  They don’t know how to be silent when they run.  Vesta’s words as she taught me to hunt my first boar.  Like so many times in my life, she was right there the entire time as I faced down the creature so similar to the one I’m dealing with today.  
The thunder of its hooves comes from behind me, and I turn.  Over eight hundred pounds running at thirty miles per hour creates an enormous amount of noise.  There’s no running around bushes or moving out of the way of the brambles.  No, he just crushes anything in his path.  He’s a smart one, though, circling around me to attack my back.  Even with how loud he is, I can’t see him yet, and the sound is easily distorted.  Most people and animals wouldn’t know exactly where he was coming from.  That’s probably one reason he’s lived so long and gotten so big.
But I’m ready for him, and this time, when I leap out of the way, I thrust at his leg.  Just like humans, boars have thick veins and important tendons in those legs, and when my spear catches the back of it, it’s like someone knocked over the leg of a table.  Well, a table that was moving as fast as a horse and weighs eight hundred pounds.
The creature hits the ground hard.  Dirt and leaves and branches fly into the air in a massive crash as he roars in pain and anger.  A cloud of debris covers him, hiding him from me for a moment.
I’m too slow to get my spear out of his leg as he crashes into the ground, and there’s no way I can get it out while the beast is putting all of his weight on it like this.  He roars so loudly that I’d swear the leaves on the surrounding trees shake.  I should be nervous, but my body moves almost on its own.  Instinct controls me, and I don’t stop it.
I leave the spear in the boar and unsheathe the belt knife Vesta gave me as a parting gift when I turned seventeen.  A horn-handled knife I’ve never had to sharpen.  It’s in my hand in less than a second, and even though I can’t see my prey through the dusty haze, I know where he is.  I rush forward, cutting that same tendon in both of his back legs before he has a chance to move his massive body to protect himself.
I could try to cut his throat, to end his suffering just a little faster, but this is not a starving wolf.  I know this boar would do its best to kill me regardless of whether or not it had a chance of survival.  Those cuts to his legs are enough.  In the next fifteen minutes, the creature will be dead.
Already, blood is pooling around him, and as the dust cloud settles, his head is hanging lower.  He’s still trying to push toward me with his one good leg, but it’s not strong enough.  I take a deep breath and feel that lightning inside me calming.
I may not be able to fight or use magic, but I can do this.  I can hunt.  I can feed people.
The Fae in Aerwyn were hungry.  This will be more than they’re used to.  I’ve proven that I’m not a worthless human.  I may not be Cole Cyrus, Prince of Flames, but I’m Maeve Arden, boar killer extraordinaire.






  
  Chapter 16


The High Fae are not dragons, but they know of things that dragons do not.  Where we are cold, they are warm.  Where we are slow, they are fast.  Where we sleep, they lie awake.  The High Fae are not dragons, 
but maybe that is why Calyr trusts them.~Kasan the Lifegiver, A History of Magic and Dragons


I walk straight to the house that Lee and Darian live in because I expect Cole to be there.  I need help to get this boar home.  Moving him was impossible, and I really think that the only way he’s getting back to Aerwyn is if we get an entire troop of Fae to help.  The thing is enormous.  As I get close, I hear angry arguing from inside. 
“She doesn’t know.  She can’t know.  That’s all there is to it.”  That one’s Cole.  What is he asking about?
“She’s furious, Cole.”  That’s Lee.  “You can see it in her eyes.  Those unanswered questions are having her suspect everything.  You need to answer some.  If you’re not careful, she’s going to walk away.”
He sighs the way he does so often.  “I can’t answer them all, Lee.  The cards have to fall the right way.  We all know that.  She can’t…”  He stops, and I know I’m caught.  
Instead of hiding like someone who’d done something wrong, I open the door and immediately confront Cole.  “What can’t I know?  What new terrible secret are you too afraid to tell me?”
Cole glares at Lee as he stays silent for a moment.  Then he smiles, and it’s almost more terrifying than if he’d snarled.  “I need you to pretend to be my betrothed.”
I blink.  “What?”
The smile doesn’t crack.  He continues to show me what can only be described as a court smile because there’s not an ounce of happiness behind it.  “If you’d like to survive Draenyth for even a handful of days, you’ll pretend that we’re going to be married soon.  Any other option or suggestion will end with someone having to physically stand next to you at all hours of the day.  Even then, I’m not entirely sure we can protect you.”
I shake my head.  No, there’s no way I can pretend to be engaged to someone. “Why?  You’re a prince, aren’t you?  Doesn’t everyone have to do what you say?”
He blinks, but the smile doesn’t budge.  “I’m the Prince, but you smell like shadows, and the only way to cover that up is by hiding it with my scent.  So, no, there are not any other options.  Either you become my betrothed, or you’ll probably end up dead in Draenyth.”
I’m shaken.  Cole’s stare is impenetrable.  There’s no discussion or hesitation in those eyes.  No wiggle room at all.  He’s sure of himself, and from what I’ve seen, once he becomes sure of something, there’s no changing his mind.  “What does that even mean, Cole?”
His court smile cracks into a grin.  For the first time, he looks like he actually finds something amusing other than fighting.  “There’s a ritual, Wyrdling.  It will connect us magically and will let others know that we’re both claimed.  It’s not normally used to hide people’s scents, but because yours is so light, it should do the trick.”
“So I don’t have to do anything… inappropriate with you?”  
He stares at me, long and hard, before answering.
“You’ll be expected to play the part of a fiancée.  I assume that will entail the occasional public kiss, and we’ll be sharing a room.  No one will think it’s anything other than me trying to piss my father off, something I’ve taken great pride in throughout the years.  You’ll be safe long enough for you to accomplish your goals.  I’ll have something for the people and court to talk about, and I’ll get to see my father furious that I’m betrothed to a Wyrdling.  It’ll be fine.”
Lee turns to him, concern in her eyes, but she doesn’t say anything.  Cole’s eyes harden against her gaze, and I don’t know what they’re silently arguing about.  Another shiver runs up my spine.  More lies.  More secrets.
“That’s all you were hiding from me?” I ask.  “A plan for how to survive Draenyth?”
“That’s what I was talking about when you barged in, yes.”  Cole’s still lying, and I plop down in a chair, trying to look annoyed but relaxed.  Inside, I’m screaming.  That lightning is bouncing around inside me like it’s begging me to pull off my mother’s ring to uncork the bottle.
“You know, I’m getting tired of the lies, Cole.  I know you won’t tell me everything, but the thing that doesn’t make sense is why you’d keep everything a secret until the very moment that I need to know something.  Why did it take me eavesdropping for you to tell me the plan you have to keep me safe in Draenyth?  Eventually, you’d need to tell me the plan, so why not let me know in advance so I can mentally prepare for it?”
That court smile falls over his lips once again, and he crosses the room.  When he’s standing directly in front of me, he reaches down and wraps his fingers around my wrist in a steel grip, and he yanks me to my feet.
“Because you’re not trustworthy,” he snarls as he shows me my wrist with three little tally marks on it.  “No one under his influence is ever truly trustworthy.  If you weren’t important, I would have left you at the first sign of those debts.”
I want to be angry at him.  I want to lash out and defy what he’s saying, but everyone knows that there’s no way out of a debt with the Shade.  And I have three.
“I’ve had no one else to turn to three different times in my life, Cole.  Unlike the Prince of Flames, I’ve had no control over my life since magic became involved.  Not all of us have lived the life of the Prince.”
Even the court smile can’t hold back the anguish that I see in Cole’s eyes.  Mixed with anger, it’s confusing, but the heat that wells up around his fingertips isn’t confusing at all.  Cole pushes me backward against the chair and turns around.  I don’t miss the flames that surround both hands as he walks back to where Lee is standing silently.
“If you want to learn my secrets, pay your debts, Wyrdling.  Until then, trust me.  I’ve done nothing but keep you safe.”  His head is bowed, and his shoulders are slumped, but he still says, “Tomorrow night, we train with sticks again.  You and Darian as well, Lee.  The things that are coming won’t care about where you stand on violence, and you know that.  We’re in a fight to save everything that matters, and our enemies are the most ruthless Immortals that were ever born.”
Then he walks out of the house, leaving me and Lee alone.  Seconds pass as we both look at the door.
“He didn’t have an easy life,” she says.  “Nothing about his life has ever been easy.  He’s a good one, though.  Better than anyone else.  He’s… he’s what the world needs.”
I don’t respond, and Lee sighs.  He may be a good one, but he’s still a Fae.  He still has more secrets than anyone, and maybe that’s the thing that I’m still struggling to grasp.  I’m just a Wyrdling trying to help my cousin because of a stupid mistake I made.  Let him keep his secrets and his struggles.
I’ll just keep surviving.  Which reminds me.
“Lee, is there any way you could help me?  There’s a boar…”






  
  Chapter 17


Today is the last day any High Fae of the House of Earth will leave the Keep.  We must stand ready. No one in and no one out.  The drums of war sound loudly in my ears, and I will not let my enemies surprise me.~King Roderic, personal journals


After this afternoon’s explosive moments with Cole, tonight is a welcome respite.  An eight hundred pound boar is currently cooking in a pit, and the entire village of Aerwyn is celebrating.  I knew that they were hungry, but I didn’t know they were barely getting by.  It’s no wonder that they were licking their lips as they looked at me. 
They’re not hunters.  Most of the Fae here have skills that are suited for killing, but only humans.  They’ve been starving after living their entire lives in Draenyth until they were rushed to Aerwyn.  You buy food at a market in Draenyth, and here… well, Aerwyn isn’t on any trade routes.
“But you’re just a Wyrdling,” Bog the goblin says from his spot on the log.  I’d never met a goblin before Bog, but needless to say, he terrified me initially.  The mouth full of needle-like teeth were the first things I saw since he kept licking his lips in my direction.  His sickly pale-yellow skin that seems to stretch more than normal skin would be the second thing.  It reminds me of a toad’s.  Then there was the smell of sulfur that he seems to produce.  Let’s just say that I didn’t want to sit down across from him.
Until I realized that he’s hilarious.  “Yes Bog, I’m just a Wyrdling.  Even normal humans kill boars like this.”
Bog squints at the boar and then at me, his oversized ears bouncing as he tries to understand this change in the world.  “No, there’s simply no way.  That is too large a creature for a Wyrdling or human to kill with a spear.  You must have used magic or trapped it.  You didn’t poison it, did you?  I’d still eat it, but I want to know if I’m going to die.”
I can’t help but chuckle.  Darian and Lee are across the fire just like last night, sitting beside Cole.  Tonight seems different, though.  No matter how hard they try, the twin High Faes can’t seem to make Cole laugh tonight.
He’s the only one that’s in a bad mood.  “Maeve, how did you kill the boar?”  Rivertail, the only faun in the village, seems younger than most of the others here.  He looks like a young man from the waist up, but from the waist down, he looks like a goat.  Thick, shaggy fur covers his hips and legs, and instead of feet, he has jet black hooves, which he seems to enjoy digging into the soil when he’s nervous.
Barely noticeable in his curly brown hair are two small horns that don’t look all that different from the boar’s tusks.  Rivertail is nice in a way that I’m familiar with.  Where Bog enjoys picking on people, Rivertail is just nice.  He reminds me of Hazel, truthfully.  Always ready with a smile.  Never overstepping boundaries.
Before I have a chance to answer Rivertail, Bog jumps off his place on the log.  “Yes.  How did you kill it?  I would love to not starve, and if a Wyrdling can do this, I’m sure that we could.”  He looks around at the rest of the village.  Nearly forty of them in total.
I follow his gaze and try to come up with a way to explain how to hunt.  It’s the simplest thing in the world, and at the same time, it’s impossible to explain in a way that they’ll understand.  If they don’t know how to hunt yet, then how could I help them be successful?
“Maybe trying to explain how to hunt an eight-hundred-pound boar isn’t the best way to start,” I say.  “Maybe we could talk about hunting rabbits?  Or fishing?  There’s a river a few hours away that I’m sure we could visit tomorrow.  I think that’s something I could show you in a day.”
Bog glances at Rivertail, who nods emphatically and says, “Oh Maeve, that’d be so wonderful.  It’s been years since I had fish.  We mostly live on things we can forage.  Fruit and tubers and the occasional grubs.”
Grubs?  I feel a little squeamish thinking about eating bugs.  I’ve tried a lot of animals, but I think I draw the line at bugs.  “Well, maybe I can teach you a few things so that you’re not so hungry all the time.”
“I will learn to fish and hunt with you, Lady Maeve,” Bog says, suddenly sounding very formal.  “I will learn to feed the village of Aerwyn.”  He bows his head three times and then turns around to sit on the log.
I notice Darian and Lee grinning as they watch Bog.  Many of the other less talkative villagers seem to pay attention too, and they stand up to ask if I’ll teach them as well.  I hadn’t expected this many people interested in learning to hunt and fish.  It makes sense, though.
“I’d be happy to teach anyone who wants to learn tomorrow.  We’ll leave around dawn for the river.  We’ll need a lot of string, knives, gathering baskets for bait, and any bits of metal that we can use for hooks.”
The villagers are in a stir now, and I feel Darian’s hand on my shoulder.  I turn around to look at him, and he nods away from the fire.  Away from the villagers and the slowly cooking boar.  Into the shadows.
I haven’t spent very much time with Darian or Lee, but Cole seems to trust them.  I follow him, not sure what he’s leading me toward.  Bog and Rivertail and several of the other villagers glance up at me as I leave my spot.  They seem used to the High Fae doing things without talking to them.  I guess they assume that I’m part of their group rather than the villagers, because they let me go without another word.
When we’re far enough away from the fire, Lee steps out from behind one of the cottages.  “We need to talk, Maeve.”  She says it without any of the wildness in her voice that I’ve gotten used to.  It’s serious.  Somehow, dealing with a drakeling that could burn down all of Aerwyn, she was less focused than she is on this conversation, and that worries me.
“What do we need to talk about?”  I glance from Lee to Darian, who also has a similar serious expression on his face.
Darian says, “You need to understand Cole better.  We can’t prove anything to you about him, but knowing him, he’s told you absolutely nothing.  Cole Cyrus is the best Immortal I’ve ever known, and when he asks you to trust him, it’s for a good reason.”
I say nothing.  They’ve obviously planned this, so why interrupt?  Lee takes over and says, “When Darian and I were children, our mother was one of Cole’s tutors.  His primary tutor, actually.  While she was teaching him, she also taught us, something that was unusual since our mother was spending time on us instead of him sometimes.  Cole seemed to focus better and work harder while we were there, so even his father was fine with us working beside him.  Which led to us becoming thick as thieves.  We did everything together.”
Darian steps in then.  “But Cole was the Prince of Flames, and we were just nobodies from the House of Light, a far cry from anyone of importance.  We were all children together, but Cole… Cole’s always been the Prince.  He only pretended to be a child.”
There’s a silence that hangs in the air as Darian pauses.  Leaves skitter across the thatched roofs of cottages carried by an invisible wind, and I can tell that Cole’s best friends are nervous about what they’re saying.  This is the first time I’ve seen them unsure of themselves, and it makes me a little worried.
I don’t interrupt, don’t push them to spit it out.  Whatever it is, it’s a big thing, and I would prefer to know more about the people I’m going to be traveling with rather than less.  Finally Darian says, “But we were not mature like that.  We played, and we convinced Cole to play as well.  As so many children are wont to do, we didn’t always think things through when we were playing.  When we came up with the plan to play a prank on the Prince of Steel, everything went catastrophically wrong.”
Lee steps closer, as though she’s trying to hide what she’s about to say, interrupting Darian.  
“Rhion was young.  Several years younger than us, he hadn’t reached adolescence.  There was still a fear for his safety as his healing powers weren’t fully developed, and he was nearly as vulnerable as a human child would be.  Cole was running late that day, his training session with his father running late, and Darian and I wanted to surprise him by having everything set up before Cole got there.”
She rubs her cheek and shakes her head slowly.  “We were idiots.  Everyone knew Rhion had a crush on me.  It was just a cute childhood crush on the older female.  That day, Darian thought it would be funny to scare him.”
Darian raises his hand, and a glowing figure appears in front of us.  The same size as a normal child, the image is made of light, it’s more detailed than I could imagine.  With subtleties like hair and clothes that move in the wind ever so slightly.  I can’t tell who it is, but it’s obviously a very young child.  Probably eight years old, though who knows how many years old a Fae would be at that size?
“So Darian turned into a basilisk,” Lee says.  “Our dual bloodlines of Light and Steel were well known, but we rarely ever showed our Steel powers.  Even as adolescents, we were naturally gifted with both of our sets of powers.”
Another figure, a long snake that’s far larger than any I’ve ever seen, appears a few feet away from the little boy.  Bushes appear in between them and hide the basilisk.  It feels like a very stationary image, except that the wind moves everything.  A part of me wants to reach out and touch it, and I wonder if it would be solid or let my fingers pass right through.
“Then I asked Rhion to go on a walk with me.  Now, Maeve, understand that neither of us wanted anything bad to happen.  We just thought we’d scare Rhion and then we’d have a story to tell Cole.  It didn’t work out like that…”
Another, larger female image appears next to the boy, and they walk toward the hidden basilisk.  The basilisk slithers out from the bushes, and the boy steps in front of the girl.
“Rhion was braver than we’d expected.  We’d thought he’d run from a dangerous creature like a basilisk.  Instead, he tried to protect Lee.  Instead of running, he attacked, and that changed everything.”
The boy’s figure changes in front of me, growing wings.  Then he pulls a sword from his side.  “He attacked.  Darian hadn’t expected it, and instead of retreating or reshaping himself into his normal form, he tried to scare Rhion again.”  The snake coils up and lashes out at the boy, who’s flying above him now.  “And Rhion fell.  It wasn’t that far of a fall, but for an Immortal as young as Rhion was, it was enough.  He tried to catch himself, but the fall was too far, and both bones in Rhion’s right arm broke.”
The images show the scene, and then it all disappears as Cole’s voice comes from behind me.  “Then Rhion’s guards tried to arrest Darian.  There was only one thing I could do.  Only one way to protect my friends from being turned into slaves.”
I turn to him and see those ice-cold blue eyes blazing with heat and anger.  “I told those guards that I had ordered him to do this to teach Rhion to stop being weak.”
He turns his gaze away from me to Lee, who’s looking nervous.  There’s not an ounce of happiness on Cole’s face.  “This obviously wasn’t true, but it was the only way to keep King Gethin from considering it an act of war from me or an act of treason from Darian.  Everyone knew Rhion was softer than the average Great House Prince.”
His gaze shifts to Darian, who’s staring at his feet.  “My friends are telling you this story to explain why they trust me.  I didn’t let them get turned into slaves solely because I cared about them.  Any other adolescents who had done the same thing would have been collared and served the rest of their lives as amusement or servants for the House of Steel as punishment.  An eternity enslaved because they were stupid children.”
He looks back at me.  “I’m going to sleep, and you three should as well.  Remember that tomorrow we train, and Maeve, you’ve promised an entire village that you’ll teach them to fish.  Get some sleep.”
He turns and walks toward the cottage.  His steps are as light as ever as he moves through the darkness.  I turn to look at Darian and Lee, who are looking ashamed but just as serious as they were before.
“He missed one part,” Darian says softly, not much more than a whisper.  “His father burned him for hours to convince him to confess that he had no part in the prank.  He threw him into a dungeon and refused to let his wounds be tended for days.  You’ve seen his burns, haven’t you?  That’s because of us.  That was the cost Cole paid to keep us from being enslaved by the House of Steel.  If he’s hiding things, it’s because there’s a good reason.”
I’m speechless as Darian nods and turns toward the cottage that Cole and I are sharing with them.  Lee puts her hand out and squeezes my shoulder.  She says nothing, but I know she feels the same as Darian.
They both trust him because he gave so much for them when they were so young.  Does that mean that I should trust him?  He already said that he’d have let anyone else be enslaved.  Aren’t I part of that “anyone else”?
He elicits such loyalty from everyone around him, though.  This entire village trusts him completely.  Maybe I don’t fall into the “everyone else” category since I’m sure that stealing an entire village away from slavery would end with him getting hurt far worse than some burns.
I may not trust him like everyone else does, but I can admit that he has more layers than I’d expected.






  
  Chapter 18


The High Fae are not dragons, but it was necessary to find a conduit for this power.  Only they were strong enough, but they will struggle with the effects of this new magic.~Kasan the Lifegiver, A History of Magic and Dragons


I’ve never seen Cole fight High Fae before, but this evening I’m going to.  He already trained with me just like when we were traveling together, and now I’m relaxing by the fire, every inch of my body sore and exhausted, but I’m excited to watch him train with Darian and Lee. 
So is the rest of Aerwyn.  Nearly everyone in the village has taken up perches around the clearing.  I’m sitting next to Bog the goblin, who’s picking at his bare feet with a twig while we wait.  “Have you ever watched them fight before?” I ask.
Bog nods.  “Lots.  Cole thinks everyone should fight.”  He digs the stick under his yellowed toenail and a sizeable piece of mud falls out.  The riverbank had been muddier than I’d thought, and Bog’s been cleaning his feet for hours after he sank up to his knees and had to be rescued from it.  “He won’t fight any of us.  Says we’d get hurt.  Have you ever tried catching a bird with that net?  I like fish, but birds are better.”
I chuckle at him, but before I answer, Darian and Lee step into the circle.  They’re wearing full suits of steel armor that look nothing like Cole’s.  Where his looks like court attire with pieces of metal attached to it, theirs are exactly how I imagine human soldiers’ armor, with a few differences.  The armor gleams in the fading sunlight with perfect reflections, and I wonder how Cole can look at them with how bright they’re shining.  Darian is holding two swords that are nearly as long as Cole’s, one in each hand.  Lee is holding two daggers.  All the weapons are made of the same black steel of Cole’s sword.
They stare at each other for a few moments, and it’s like the entire world is holding its breath.  I feel like I shouldn’t say anything.
“No blood,” Cole says ominously, and both Lee and Darian nod.  The rest of the audience is silent as they face off against each other.  Lee and Darian on one side with Cole on the other.  They all stand ready, each of them in a unique fighting stance.
Lee’s the first one to move.  She leaps into the air, wings sprouting from her back through slits in the back of her armor.  I never expected her to move that fast.  She’s moving like a hawk in a dive, fast enough to miss if I blinked.  Her wings appear in an instant, give two flaps to push her faster, and then disappear, sending her shooting toward Cole.
Darian grows as he runs.  Each step has his body expanding, and by the time he’s halfway to Cole, he’s towering over him, looking more like a giant than a High Fae.  The armor has shifted rather than breaking, all the metal sliding to the front and back of his body, leaving the sides with open slits.
But in those slits, hard plates of stone are sliding into place.  The swords that had looked enormous wielded one handed now look tiny.  Almost like daggers.
Two House of Steel warriors against Cole.
And Cole just smiles at them as they charge.  Lee hits the ground in a roll just out of range of Cole’s sword, moving so fast her body’s a blur, and as soon as her roll’s over, she’s already inside Cole’s guard.
You’d think that wielding daggers against a mostly unarmored opponent, she’d have won.  Cole is faster than I’d imagine is possible, though.  While Lee is still standing up, he turns to her and kicks her square in the chest, not using his sword at all.  She goes flying, and the crowd has to scramble out of the way as she hits the ground hard enough that I question whether she broke anything.
Darian’s hulking body moves just as fast as a normal Fae would while they’re carrying daggers, except his “daggers” are six feet long.
Somehow, Cole still manages to roll, slide, and dodge around them as he moves close enough that Darian can’t hit him.  Using his size against him, Cole rolls under Darian’s legs.  Before Darian can move, Cole shoves his sword between the stone extruding from his leg and the gleaming steel of his armor.
“I give,” Darian says immediately as he feels Cole’s blade press against flesh.
I’m sure that the stab wouldn’t have seriously hurt Darian for long, but the whole point of this is practice, not a true battle.
Lee has righted herself and is looking serious as she stares Cole down.  “How do you do it?” she growls.  “No magic, and you still beat us both.”
“Training.  Something you both are extremely neglectful of.”
She hisses, and when she runs this time, a long, slender tail sprouts from another slit in the back of her armor.  It starts off with pale skin just like the rest of her, but in an instant, it turns into what looks like dragon scales.
She tries to close the distance between them, but Cole’s strikes are constant.  Lee’s forced to block with both daggers and her tail.  He never attempts to push her off balance.  Just constant strikes, all of which are lightning quick.
Lee blocks one strike after another, but can’t ever make progress toward Cole, and it’s as plain as day that she’s wearing out while Cole looks like he could do this all day.  Her expression goes from frustrated to anger to fear.
And then her tail catches Cole’s sword.  He’s quick to rip it from her grip, but by then, she’s already rushed toward him, daggers out.  Her hands move in a blur, swinging as hard as she can, each blow hard enough to cut a limb off, but just like when I’d tried to grab Cole the very first night I met him, he’s always just a hair’s breadth out of reach.
She screams in frustration and launches herself at him, and he slips out of the way, his knee coming up at the same time.  He smashes it into her chest, and I can hear the crumpling of metal as the armor collapses.
She lets out a loud oomph and falls to the ground.  “Good catch, Lee,” he says as he walks over to where a cup of water is waiting for him.  She’s still laying on the ground, and I don’t know whether to go to her or to leave her like that.  They’re friends, but… I know how cold Cole can be.
I move away from the crowd to where Lee is still gasping for breath.  A knee-sized indention in the armor has the metal pressing tight against her chest.  She’s trying to undo the leather buckles hidden under the steel plates, but her eyes are going glossy.  She can’t breathe.  I shove my hand between the steel and her clothes, and with one hand, undo the buckle of a hidden belt.  Immediately, the pressure on her chest is relieved, and she puts both hands on the ground as she sucks in a breath.
“Are you okay?” I ask.  
She nods and I glare at Cole, who’s watching us.  “You won.  Why didn’t you help her?  She couldn’t breathe!”
Cole’s quiet for a moment before he puts the cup down and crosses the makeshift practice field.  “Because I’m not the only person in the world who can do that.  In a fight, she won’t have someone to help her undo that buckle in her armor.  She and her brother are my two best friends.  The two people I’ve spent my entire life with.  I don’t want her to die to something she should have practiced doing.  I’m okay with her hurting here.  I don’t mind seeing her cry or bleed or be terrified here.  But the thought of seeing her hurting on an actual battlefield is terrifying, so no, I don’t think I should have helped her here.  I want to help her when it matters.”
He walks away from the practice field, not even bothering to let me respond.  There’s nothing I could say that would change Cole’s mind.  “He just worries about us,” Darian says from behind us.  He’s back to his normal size now.  The armor is back in place, like when they’d first started sparring with Cole.
“He doesn’t always have to fight so hard.  If you’re actually his friends, he shouldn’t be hitting you hard enough to do this,” I say, looking at the knee-sized indention in the steel armor that could have broken ribs, or worse.
Lee stands up now that she’s recovered, and she shakes her head.  “No, Maeve.  He’s right.  What’s coming won’t give me time to catch my breath.  It’s going to keep swinging until I can’t breathe ever again.  We have to be stronger, and the only way he knows to do that is to hurt us.  It’s how he was trained.”
“How he was trained?  Someone taught him to be pissed off all the time?”
Darian laughs as he helps his sister take off her armor.  “No, his father… is a very effective teacher.  He isn’t kind, though.  I’m sure you got that from how he punished his son.  Most Immortals hide any kind of weakness, including kindness, but Cole’s father takes that to an extreme.  At the same time, Cole’s the best warrior there is.  Other than his father, of course.”
I think about how easily he’s dealt with every fight that’s come up.  “Was he trying just now?” I ask.
Darian and Lee both start laughing.  Full-bodied laughter that’s so different from Cole.  “Oh no,” Lee says.  “He was training us.  He showed us our weaknesses without hurting us.  When he was fighting me by myself, he was purposefully giving me a workout since he thinks I need the most help of the two of us.”
Darian follows up, “He didn’t use any magic, Maeve.  He was fighting at half speed and with only a quarter of his skills.  He deserves his title of Prince.”
“And you’re both good at fighting?  I’m sorry, but it’s hard for me to gauge anything since you both were incredible, too.  You could have easily fought off every person in my village.  To me, at least, you look like… well, you look like death.”
Lee grins at me.  “We’re not bad.  Slightly better than average for High Fae.  We couldn’t win a war, but we might win a fight.  But we…”
“Hate it,” Darian finishes for her.  “Absolutely detest the fact that our entire civilization has come down to who can kill the other ones better.  I don’t think that every High Fae should have to learn to use their powers for war.  I want to fly so that I can see the forests and lakes and oceans from the sky because it helps me understand them.  Without wings, I couldn’t have found that drakeling.”
Lee raises her hand and light billows off the tips of her fingers.  “I’m just glad we’re not actual Great House High Fae.  No one expects anyone from the House of Light to do anything in battle, and if we hadn’t been born to a father who was House of Steel, we’d never have been pushed nearly this hard.”
“That’s not true,” Darian argues.  “Cole would have figured out a way for us to protect ourselves.  Even if that meant only using light.”
Lee nods to her brother.  “He always says that being strong is the first step to being peaceful.  Being weak and unable to fight isn’t the same as choosing not to fight.  The sheep can’t choose peace.  Only the wolf has that option.”
“I think it’s more that if you can’t fight, you can’t be safe.”  The way Darian says it, it’s like that’s a universal truth.  And maybe it is for the Fae.
Maybe that’s why Vesta always said that I’d never win a fight against any of the Fae.  Because they all grew up knowing that learning to fight and win was the only way to survive.  I’m beginning to understand that I was lucky not to have been born in Fae culture.  Living with humans seems so much more enjoyable.
“Why am I even practicing then?  There’s no way that I could ever fight like you, much less like Cole.”
Darian shrugs and looks toward the village where he knows his friend is.  “I don’t know why he’d teach you.  He has his reasons, and I’ve learned to trust those reasons.  He doesn’t tell us everything, Maeve.  Cole does what Cole thinks is right, and it’s rare that he’s wrong.”
It’s rare that he’s wrong.  But what about when he is?  Aren’t there other ways to do things beyond the “Cole way”?  I brush my hands off on my pants and look up at the night sky.  He specifically told me not to practice my magic, but he was wrong.  I can do so much more now than what I could do when I’d first met Cole.  The moon is going to be full tonight, and I won’t need the fire to see.  A grin crosses my lips.
The perfect kind of night for a midnight stroll through the forest.
“I guess we’ll just have to see what happens, then.  I’ll keep training, but maybe tomorrow Cole will be in a good enough mood to talk about how he expects me to fight in a world where you two are average.”
Lee and Darian grin at me and look in Cole’s direction where he’s arranging the nightly fire.  Lee says, “You probably won’t get much out of him for a while.  Give him some time to cool off, but keep training.  It’s never a bad idea to be as prepared as possible.  Even if you can’t fight a High Fae, you might be able to protect yourself from some of the Lesser Fae, and you’ll be far more capable against humans.”
I nod to them, and they wander toward the fire as I glance back at the darkness beyond the village.  I’ll learn to protect myself, but I think that I’ll have a better chance with shadows than I will with sticks.






  
  Chapter 19


Only the strongest shall wear the Crown.  Only the strongest will be the tie to hold our magic to this world.  Four sacrifices to save the many.  Only they, of all the immortal Fae, 
shall fade in mind and body.~Kasan the Lifegiver, A History of Magic and Dragons


Everyone in Darian and Lee’s house is asleep when I step into the silver moonlight again.  The door creaks just enough that I cringe at the noise, but no one wakes.  I move directly away from the village and enjoy the damp tang to the air, the way it lingers on my skin almost like my shadows.  I embrace the glory of a full moon all alone.  My hands trace the reeds as I walk along one of the many tiny rivulets that feed the river I’d taught the villagers to fish at, my fingers bouncing off each one and onto the next.  The soft splashes of the stalks moving through the water are the only sound other than the frogs and crickets. 
Even my footsteps feel quieter tonight.
Maybe it’s the hush when the world has turned its eye on me.  It feels like that kind of night.  One where it feels like something important is going to happen.
And maybe it is.  My fingers trace the little black marks of shadow on my wrist.  Cole was pissed that I owed a debt to the Shade.  I could see the fury in his eyes.  But I’ve figured it out.  The Shade is from the House that my mother is from.  The one that I’m at least partly connected to.  If there’s anyone that I should trust, it’s him.
I can’t deny that the shadows under that cloak pull at me and make me want to know who’s under it.  The way his hands feel when he touches me is… dangerous.
I don’t even know if these debts are repaid in terrible ways.  Maybe he’ll ask for favors from me just as I’ve asked for favors from him.  That wouldn’t be so bad.  Everyone knows that he’ll never ask for my life, and people join armies all the time to do terrible things.
With how Cole reacted today, I should be nervous, but I’m not.  “Shade, I need you,” I whisper into the darkness as I picture him.
And I wait.  The moments pass like always.  Dozens of breaths later, I’m still waiting, and this time, something seems wrong.  My heart races.  Has he abandoned me?  Another breath and he’s still not here.  Is he angry at me?  Another breath.  Does he know what favor I want to ask him tonight?  Fear coils in my stomach as I realize he isn’t bound to me.  He’s never been forced to come to me, and while he said that I’m valuable to him, there’s no reason he should continue to help me.  I’m already indebted to him.  He has what he wants.
That fear becomes a knot as I suddenly feel very alone in the world.  Cole has been with me from the moment I left Blackgrove, but it’s been the Shade that I felt comfortable around.  Where Cole has pushed away from me constantly, has kept his secrets far out of reach, the Shade has never hidden anything from me.  He’s taught me.  He’s given me anything I asked.
The Shade does not make that shiver tighten around my spine.  I feel like I can trust him even though there’s a cost to his help.
There’s the feeling of a window opening, and I sigh with relief.  When I turn around, he’s standing there, just like every other time, but I don’t feel the softness behind the shadows this time.  It’s anger or frustration.  Something unusual.
“You called,” he says, that low voice rolling over me in a wave and taking the fear of loneliness with it.
I take a step toward him and say, “I need answers to questions.  Will every answer give me a mark?”
The Shade pauses for a moment, his head cocked as though he’s listening to something I can’t hear.  “It depends on the questions.  Some questions have answers that are valuable.  Others aren’t valuable at all.  And then, of course, there are some questions that I will not answer.”  He pauses for a moment and then finishes, “Unless I tell you otherwise, I’ll consider all the questions this evening worth a single debt.”
I take another step toward him, the need to be closer to him nearly as strong as when I looked into the eyes of the drakeling.
“Cole plans to pretend that we’re betrothed.  Is this safe for me?  I don’t know the ritual that is required.”
The Shade nods.  “It is easily broken, but only one of you may do so.  No one else can break the bond, and it is public.  It is a clever ruse to keep a Wyrdling safe in Draenyth.”
I run my finger over the marks on my wrist.  I can feel him in those marks.  The bond that ties us together is more than just an accounting.  They’re more than proof of the debt.  His magic is inside me.
“Why is he training me to fight?  There’s no possibility of me being strong enough to even last an extra few seconds against a Fae.”
The Shade glances down at the ring on my finger.  “It is possible that he knows your ring is holding back your scent and power.  Cole Cyrus is a clever High Fae, and that ring prevents you from accessing nearly any of your Fae power.  Not just magic.  But your strength and speed as well.  If you were to take it off, it is likely you would survive much longer than you’d expect.  You are still far safer with him as an escort, but if you aren’t near him, training will help you survive if you take off the ring.”
What?  If he knew about the ring, then why didn’t he say anything?  Why didn’t he say anything about knowing I’d been marked by the Shade either?  More secrets.  Every answer only leads me down a rabbit warren of new questions.
“And why is Cole trying to take me to Draenyth?  It can’t just be to escort me there so that I can help my cousin.”
The Shade moves slowly, gliding over the ground and leaving shadows curling into the air like oily smoke before they settle back onto the ground.  He is completely silent.  Completely in control.  He reaches for me and runs his black-tinted nail over my cheek while I stare into the darkness under his hood.
If any other male in the world had touched me like that, I’d have pulled away.  “You’re special, Maeve Arden.  Whether you know it or not, you are not an ally to throw away in the coming wars.  And he is still learning about you, still finding out your secrets.  He’s deciding whether he can trust you.”
He glides even closer to me, that pounding drum inside me filling my body with desire.  Shadows wreathe us, their oily blackness a reminder of his powers as they curl around my legs and arms, slowly tightening.  They constrict and hold me still as he looks into my eyes from under the cloak.  I want to reach out and pull back the hood to see the Fae underneath.  I want to finally look into those eyes.
The shadows hold me back.  They’re black ropes tying me in place even as lust for him takes over inside me.  His nail runs down my neck and without warning, the Shade drives it into my skin.  It’s in and out of my neck in a split-second, and a sharp pain rips through me.
This time, I jerk away, not sure what he’s doing.  There’s a flash of crimson in the moonlight as he moves his hand to the shadows under his hood.  He’s licking it.  Tasting my blood.  
“Why did you do that?” I ask, my voice rising for the first time since I’ve met him.  “Why did you taste my blood?”  The shadows holding me still loosen and fade away into the night, leaving me free to move.
“To be sure of what I suspected,” he says slowly.  “And I was right.”
I put my hand to my neck, to see how badly I’m bleeding, but it’s more like a pinprick than him stabbing me.  I glance at those razor-sharp nails.  Why did he taste me?
I shake my head.  No.  Focus, Maeve.  I can just ask since I owe him a debt.  “What did you suspect?” I ask.
“That is not a question I’ll answer tonight,” he says.  I can tell he’s smiling, too.  He’s enjoying my discomfort and confusion.  
I pause, surprised at the fact that he’s keeping that from me.  When he’d said he wouldn’t answer some questions, I’d expected it to be about other people.  I thought he meant secrets that were valuable.  Not secrets about me.
I start to get angry, but I focus on my purpose, not letting my emotions get the best of me this time.  “Why am I important, Shade?”
He moves toward me, and I try to rein in my desire for him.  Those inky shadows of his rise, coiling around my limbs.  They’re seductive, begging me to let go of my control, but I refuse.  I stare into the darkness under his hood and don’t let him take away my control.
Inches away from me, his breath comes out hot over my neck.  He whispers into my ear, and the shadows creep further up my limbs.  They slide under my tunic and make my body shiver in desire, but I don’t give into it.
His voice comes out low.  “Because your mother set many things in motion.  Your House of Shadows bloodline is only one piece of a very shaky tower.  Your mother was a very clever woman, and if she had been given the Painted Crown as she should have, the world would have been a much better place.  You are part of her plans, and that makes you valuable.  That makes you… worth staying close to.”
My mother would have been Queen?  That makes me question so many things.  My father married the Queen of Shadows?  But that would… that would make me the same rank as Cole.  I’d be a princess.  I stare into the darkness under the Shade’s hood.  “Am I really the Princess of Shadows?” I whisper.
He’s quiet for several moments.  The inky ropes that cover my body solidify, tightening their grip on me.  I pull against them, straining, but they're too strong.  I can’t move an inch.  Shadows slip under the tunic, coating my chest and back in their darkness, a warm pressure against my stomach and breasts.  Then they slide down my pants, rubbing against my most intimate places.
That drumbeat in my chest is pounding so fast… My body wants to move; it’s desperate for more than these silky touches of his magic.  It needs more and wants to find out exactly what it’d be like to have his hands on me instead of shadows.
Yet, I still manage to not give into those desires.  I don’t beg, even though everything inside me wants to.  “How are you planning to have me pay my debt, Shade?”  I say the words through gritted teeth as a shiver climbs my spine.  My entire body goes rigid while he presses tighter against my lower half.  The sensations make me want to moan for him, but I don’t give in.  I may want the Shade’s touch, but I know that losing control is the last thing I should do.
He pauses, and I know that there’s surprise written across his face even though it’s hidden.  “I think that I’ve given you more than enough answers for a single mark.”
I blink.  He surprised me by cutting me off like that.  I received my answers, though, so I don’t complain.  The shadows that have surrounded my body fade almost immediately, and the Shade steps back.  I raise my hand to receive his mark, and he says, “I like you, Maeve Arden, so I will warn you.  I am committed to my path, and if that requires me to force you into doing things you are unhappy or uncomfortable with, I will not hesitate.”
There’s a sting as he presses his blackened nail to my arm, and then he releases my hand.  I don’t try to keep him here this time, and when he falls into the shadows at his feet, I actually breathe easier.  I run my finger over my neck, still more than a little surprised at the fact that he attacked me like that.
What was he checking when he tasted me?  And why wouldn’t he tell me what it was?  I sigh and kick the ground, frustration racing through me.
I take off my mother’s ring.  I imagine the Shade’s hand on mine.  The way his nail pressed against my skin.  Such a tender grip for a painful process.  The drum begins inside me again, and I take a deep breath before beginning to practice forming shadows.
Then my thoughts turn to the desires that ran through my body when the Shade touched me with his shadows.  The way he controlled my body and made me feel so good with nothing more than magic.  I wanted to beg him to do more than tease me.  I wanted it so badly.
The drumbeat gets louder.  Faster.  And the shadows pour forth like an unending stream, coating the ground and my arms in them.
I wanted him to demand that I give myself to him.  I wanted him to take me in ways that I’ve never wanted before.  The inky shadows that cross my body are so similar to his, yet they are not the same.  I focus on tightening their grip, on making them solid, but they are so difficult to hold in place.  I still need far more practice.
And I don’t know if I have it in me to struggle tonight.  Not that hard.  My body craves touch, craves something I can’t get.  A Fae who refuses to touch me.  A Fae without a name.  Without a face.  He is magic and desire and pain and torment.  He is everything I fear and everything I want.
Tonight, I watch the rivers of shadows flow and try to form them into shapes.  It feels impossible, but I know it’s not.  I’m not trying very hard.  I don’t have that level of effort in me.
Not when all I want to do is call the Shade back and beg for his touch.  But even with how desperate I am, I can’t let myself do that.  I can’t ask for that favor.
Because I won’t be able to stop myself.  He’ll own me then.  My body, my mind, and my very soul.  I won’t owe him debts.  I’ll owe him everything.






  
  Chapter 20


Death calls from the stone at my feet, and Casimir begs for an audience.  My enemy wears the Painted Crown, and until it is my turn to carry it, I shall not respond.  When the thief comes, you do not open the door and welcome him in.  You barricade the door and draw your blade.~King Roderic, personal journals


It’s been almost two weeks since we arrived at Aerwyn, and Cole seems nearly cheerful at this point.  It’s odd to see him grin and talk to the Fae in the village—Fae that had made me so uneasy when I’d first arrived.   
Bog is currently cleaning a rabbit he caught in a snare, something he’s boasted about for the past hour.  If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was taking extra time just so that people would walk by and he could brag to them.  Okay, maybe that’s the obvious truth.
Rivertail is making his first fish stew, and the smell is incredible.  The faun is smiling from ear to ear as he chops vegetables.  The entire village seems to be smiling, actually.  When we’d arrived, they’d been nearly starving, and now they’re not.
This place had originally terrified me.  Now, instead of seeing fangs and teeth and claws, I see Duncan the gnome and Sera the banshee and Dalin the Boggart.  People instead of monsters.
That’s why when Cole tells me it’s time to leave, I’m a little sad.  I’d almost begun to feel at home here.  Even more than in Blackgrove, I felt at home.  I wasn’t an outcast.  I wasn’t hidden away in the forest.  No, people care about me.  They say good morning to me and offer me a taste of what they’re cooking.  They ask for my advice.  I’d been a part of Aerwyn.
I hadn’t been lonely.  There was always someone to talk to.  All good things must end, I suppose, and so instead of complaining, I nod my head.  Darian and Lee are a little more exuberant.
“Finally!” Lee says when Cole announces we’re leaving to his friends.  “I haven’t had a new book in three months.”
The wind that blows down from the hills almost constantly whips Lee’s tightly braided hair as she jumps off the log.  Every inch of her insanely tall body seems to glow with excitement. 
Darian says, “And I have to report on the drakeling to the Guild.  They’re going to want to know all about her.  I don’t know how to explain what Maeve told us, but a little creative storytelling could circumvent their questions.”
Somehow, he sounds just as excited as his twin, even though he’s not moving at all.  Just a wide grin as he runs his hand through his hair, like the hard part is over.  Like he’s finally getting the reward after months of work.
“We’re walking,” is Cole’s response, and the previously high spirits fall instantly.
Lee stomps toward him, the perfect image of a child on the verge of a temper tantrum.  “No.  You’re joking, aren’t you?  Please, someone tell me he’s joking.  It’s going to take so much longer.”
Darian jumps up from his seat on the log, obviously just as unhappy with that idea.  “We’re supposed to be in Draenyth in six weeks.  We should hurry so that we have time to prepare when we get there.  It just makes sense to fly.”
Cole shakes his head, never moving or even considering their complaints.  “I need to be at full strength when we get there.  You can fly if you want, but the Wyrdling and I are walking.”
“Wait,” I say.  “They can take me to Draenyth.  I can go straight to Calyr and be done with the whole thing before you’re halfway to the city.”
Cole smiles at me, perfect confidence in that expression.  “You’re willing to trust Lee and Darian to protect you instead of me?”  He glances at his two friends and says, “You’re willing to take responsibility for her?”
That makes all three of us hesitate, and Cole says, “Two Immortals from the House of Light aren’t the same kind of escort as the Prince of Flames.  Even you should know that at this point.”
I grit my teeth.  Why does Cole always have to make it seem like he’s so damned important?  Like no one else knows anything or can do anything without him?  I want to tell him I’m the Princess of Shadows and my thoughts are valued too.  But I’m not supposed to know that.  I don’t think he’d even believe me.  
“We’ll walk,” Darian says, nodding his head to Lee.  “You’re right, Cole.  It’s better that we all go together.  And three weeks of travel will give me time to put my story together.”
“Yes,” Lee agrees, her excitement level dying out almost completely.  “Together is better.”
Cole nods.  The traveling silence must already be starting.  Fantastic…
“Great!” Lee says.  “Then let’s get moving.  We have a lot of ground to cover, and we’re stuck walking the whole way.”
“We could always convince a herd of moose…” Darian mumbles as he looks past Cole, but Lee physically slaps the back of his head.
“No way am I ever riding a moose again.  You remember the last time, don’t you?  I only have one pair of pants, and I won’t get stuck halfway to Draenyth with an antler hole in them.  Not again.”
Even Cole laughs a little at that, and it pulls me out of my annoyance.  I’m starting to understand why Lee and Darian can make Cole laugh when I never could.  They’re… Light.  I don’t know what weighs so heavily on Cole, but you can see it in his eyes.  He’s exhausted.  I shouldn’t be so annoyed at his silence.
“We leave in an hour,” he says.  “Pack up your things, but we’re traveling light.  We need to make good time.”
Darian and Lee move around the house with an excitement that Cole’s never had, pulling things out of drawers and cabinets and stuffing them into bags.
Cole just throws a change of clothes into his bag and ties on a bedroll, but my eyes follow him.  There’s a depth to Cole that I didn’t see when I first met him.  It was impossible to see without having Darian and Lee around to make him smile.  To… bring life to him.
I wonder how many years they’ve been the only people keeping him from being lost to the burden on his shoulders.  And I wonder how much longer they’ll be able to keep him afloat because Cole’s getting worse.  The fire in his eyes is getting dimmer by the day.  



      [image: image-placeholder]The open road feels strange after all the days in Aerwyn.  I had wondered what it would be like to travel with Darian and Lee.  Would they be talkers?  Would they want to maintain a permanent silence like Cole?
Turns out, I think I enjoy traveling with Cole more than Darian and Lee.
“There’s no way that a man could squeeze milk from a rock.  Only a High Fae from the House of Life could do that.”
Darian rolls his eyes.  “That’s the point, Lee.  Aren’t you paying attention to the story?  The crowd thought the man was a mage or a Fae.  They thought he was powerful beyond any of their imagining.  But he was just a man who was very clever.”
Lee glares at Darian, and I just wish they’d be quiet for a little while.  It’s been hours of constant talking.  More like constant bickering, actually.  “But you didn’t say that.  Tell the entire story instead of stopping at every little interesting part.  Really, Darian, you’d think that after all these years of collecting stories, you’d have learned to tell them.”
“He was squeezing cheese!” Darian shouts.  “There!  That’s the story.  He convinced the whole town that he was powerful by tricking them into thinking he was squeezing milk from a rock when he was really squeezing a block of cheese.  There’s more to the story, but I don’t want to tell it anymore!”
Darian ends his tirade with a huff, and as he crosses his arms, Cole sighs.  It’s a sound I’ve grown to know very well.  That’s Cole’s grunt of contentment.  Usually when I stopped talking.  I’m glad to find that he uses it on other people, and I’m not the only person who annoys him.
Everyone is quiet for a few minutes before Lee starts in.  “We should get horses, Cole.  Maybe we can’t fly, but we can ride.”
“And where would we get those horses, Lee?” he asks.  “There are no villages between Aerwyn and Draenyth because we’re not really on a road.”
And I can’t help it.  I really can’t.  “Why don’t you and Darian become horses?  That’s a thing, right?”  Cole’s eyes are open wide as he stops walking and turns toward me.  I don’t let his look stop me, though.  “You don’t have to turn into horses, but I’m sure you could become more like them.  Then Cole and I can ride on you two.  It doesn’t make sense for us all to have to walk when Cole and I could just ride.”
Cole blinks a few times and then starts laughing.  Not a little chuckle.  Full-bellied laughter that makes him sit down so he doesn’t fall over.  Even Lee and Darian look confused.  Lee whispers, “I think you broke him, Maeve.”
Flames flicker in the air around him, something that I’ve come to accept as almost normal.
“Definitely,” Darian agrees.  The flames get larger and more intense.  We have to back away from Cole as they singe the rock I was sitting on.
“I was just trying to make a joke,” I whisper back.  Cole just keeps laughing, and I’m getting a little concerned.  The flames become constant in a sphere around him.  Heatwaves roll off them to where Lee and Darian are looking worried.  I’ve never seen him create flames like this.  It’s almost… uncontrolled.
“Are you okay?” Lee asks.  “It was funny, but not that funny.”
Cole just keeps laughing.
I glance at the ball of flame surrounding our supposed leader and go sit down on a rock.  “Well, we can just take a little break.  It must be hard to purposefully keep any kind of happiness locked down like that.  Eventually, the chain snaps, and you just have to let the emotions happen, right?”
Lee and Darian look at me with eyes wide open.  Then they look at Cole, whose flames are finally beginning to fade.  “That’s it, isn’t it,” Darian says quietly, and the laughter evaporates, as well as the flames.  “You’re losing hold on your emotions.  How often has this happened?”
Cole shakes his head as he takes big, deep breaths to gain some control over himself.  “Only once.  Just… just the once.”
“I guess that’s twice now,” Lee says from beside Darian.  “Twice.  Since meeting Maeve?”
Cole looks up at Lee from his spot on the ground, and his eyes tell her exactly what she wants to know.  It was when he was in the tree with me he lost control.  When he’d nearly fallen off a branch that I could have walked on with ease.  He’s lost control twice because of me.  Not just since he met me.
“Twice,” he agrees, not mentioning the second part.  Darian and Lee turn to each other, and it’s almost like they’re talking without words.  Twin speak.  Typical.
Cole and I both just watch them staring at each other, and then Darian reaches out to Cole.  “Come on.  Let’s get back to walking.  We’ve got a lot of miles to go.”
This time, when we walk, all of us are silent.  I have no idea what happened, but it wasn’t good.






  
  Interlude 2


Twenty-eight years ago 
The High Fae male is broken.  Powerless and unable to do anything about it.  The power of the Thrones was fading, but no one seemed to notice it, least of all the kings of the Great Houses.
The Houses of Earth and Shadow were broken.  He had seen the severed head of King Roderic of the House of Earth.  Brenna of the House of Shadows was rumored to be dead, but he had not seen her body with his own eyes, and that woman had more mastery of the powers of Shadow than anyone in memory.  If there was a single individual that could trick and evade half of the High Fae, it was her.
Which is why it doesn’t surprise him when she appears to him, far from any courts.  He has been hiding in a village beyond the eye of the High Fae, living as a human would, yet the Lady of the House of Shadows is waiting for him in his room in the village’s inn.
A simple village with a simple inn with simple rooms.  A small window against the wall lets in the moonlight, coating the female in silver wherever her shadows don’t stick.  Wooden floors, walls, and ceiling have been kept clean, and the bed is reasonably clean as well.
And Brenna of the Shadows doesn’t fit in this space.  Long black hair.  Thin as a wisp.  Dark eyes that hold so much hidden knowledge that the male questions whether there’s anything she doesn’t know.
She is one of the most beautiful females in the world.  She’s always been poised and regal, the portrait of a Lady of the House of Shadows.  Absolutely unfazed by anything.  
Now, he doesn’t see her regalness.  She looks worn down.  Exhausted.  It’s been two years since she’d been forced into hiding.  Two years of continuous secrecy.
He says nothing when he sees her.  Sitting on the single chair in his room, she stares at him for several moments before speaking, and he doesn’t interrupt her.  She’s here for a reason, and he’s patient enough to let her tell him.  Her long, flowing black dress looks as though it was made from shadows spun into silk.  Shiny and so dark that it seems to draw in the light.  Not even spellstones could create that fabric, and for a moment, the male questions if he’s ever seen anything as beautiful.
“I’ve found a way to fix things,” she says slowly.  Her voice is so soft that if he wasn’t watching her mouth move, he’d swear a breeze was speaking to him.
“Fix things?  You mean reclaim the Shadowed Throne?”
She shakes her head.  “No.  I will never sit on the Throne again.  There is another who can stop the corruption, but she will need help.”
“You come here asking for help?  What help could I possibly be?”
“None.  But you can become someone who could help her.”  From behind her back, she pulls a ragged black cloak.  Simple and unassuming, it’s made of linen and doesn’t look like anything of value, like so many of the ancient pieces of magic from the House of Shadows.  Nothing like the finery that most High Fae wore.
She hands it to him, and as soon as he touches it, he feels the power flowing through it.  His eyes open wide, and he asks, “The Shadowed Cloak?  I thought it was a myth?”
Brenna shakes her head slowly.  “As with most things, my House knew where it was hidden.  But a thing like that cannot be given.  Everything has a price.”
The male looks down at the cloak.  An artifact from a time long forgotten.  “What is the price?” he asks.  The Shadowed Cloak.  Worn by unknown High Fae throughout time, all of whom were known only as The Shade.  
“You must swear that you will do everything in your power to see the one that I have chosen finds the Throne when it is time.”
The male takes a deep breath.  Treason.  A death sentence.  But it’s the best path to saving the magical world, and the male knows this.  A member of the House of Shadows on the Throne would help to right things.  It would patch the hole that the Shattering put in the balance of the world.  It wouldn’t fix it.  That would require a member of the House of Earth, too.  But it would make things better.
And maybe it could give everyone more time to figure out how to repair what was broken.
“I’ll do it.”  A statement of intent.  Not a vow.
She nods and slips off the chair, moving with a grace that only the House of Shadows has.  He puts his hand out, palm up, and she presses a black fingernail against his wrist.  Those dark eyes of hers peer into his, and he knows that this is not a deal that Brenna wanted to make.  Trusting others is difficult even when a magical oath is made.  Her nail is as sharp as any blade, and when she pierces his skin, a thin line of shadow snakes into him.
Her power in his skin.  Willingly given and willingly received.  A debt that gives her power over him.
“I will make sure she claims the throne, Lady Brenna,” he says, taking the oath more seriously than any other he’d ever said.
She nods to him.  “Good.  My daughter will need help.  Use the cloak as it was used in the past.”
Of course it would be her daughter.  She wouldn’t trust anyone other than her own blood to hold the Shadowed Throne.  The male agrees with her choice.  Her bloodline is the strongest.  But who is her mate?
Brenna gives the male one last look, a haunted one, and then she takes a step, shadows wreathing her body in nothingness, and when they disperse, she’s nowhere to be found.  He looks down at the black cloth in his hands and realizes that, for the first time in his life, he can’t depend on anyone else or blame anyone else for his failure.
He looks down at the mark on his wrist.  A bond that ties him to the Queen of the Shadows.  The little black mark wiggles on his arm, barely noticeable.  No one can know what he’s doing.  The only thing that anyone will know is that the Shade has come back in the people’s time of need.
And he will begin to collect debts that he’ll use to protect the future Queen of Shadows.






  
  Chapter 21


Control is what separates the High Fae from the other magically touched races.  Only the High Fae can manage the emotions that flow through them so strongly.  But that control will fade over time…~Inni the Destroyer, A History of Magic and Dragons


Tomorrow we’ll be in Draenyth.  Skycrest rises high into the air in front of us, and I don’t know if I’ve ever felt so small.  A thousand times bigger than anything I’ve ever seen, it rises so high it makes the clouds look low. 
All around us are mountains climbing into the air, but Skycrest towers above them all.  And instead of thinking about that, I’m following Darian through the underbrush full of bitterberries.
He’s so focused on what he’s doing that he doesn’t notice the splashes of yellow that dot his linen tunic from all of the berries he’s crushed.  “It’s somewhere close,” he says.  “I’d know those feathers anywhere.”
Tracking a gryphon is what Darian had decided to do instead of help Cole with the fire.  If I were a smart woman, I would have stayed far away, but based on everything that’s happened in the past few weeks, that’s obviously not the case.  It fits my glaring character flaws that I couldn’t tell him to track the gryphon on his own.
Lee had thought he was an idiot.  Cole specifically told him he was an idiot.  And I’m helping him find the beast.
“Just stop moving,” I finally say, frustration welling up inside me, which is not the same as anger.  There’s no buzzing of lightning in a bottle.  It’s just… annoyance.  Like a bug buzzing in your ear.  “Are you even trying to track the gryphon?  Or are you just wandering around and hoping you’ll see it?”
Darian blinks.  “How do you track something that flies, Maeve?  That doesn’t sound like it’s even possible.”
I shake my head.  “Then just be quiet and let me find it.”  I put my hand on the bitterberry bush next to me.  My fingers rub against the waxy leaves of the plant as I close my eyes and go back over the things I’ve seen since I started “tracking” the gryphon with Darian.
There was the feather we found on the trail to Draenyth.  A large white feather that’s almost as long as my arm.  Tipped in black, it looked like no feather I’d ever seen.  Then there’d been the deep paw indentations along the road that led into the forest.  Angled just slightly northeast of the road.
“Follow me,” I say as I start walking.  East.  Away from the road a little further.  “And be quiet, please.  You want to find a creature that can fly, so use all of those Fae powers of yours to walk silently.”
He nods, not quite as lost in his fervor as he was when we raced through the brush before.  When he walks behind me now, he’s as silent as Cole, and it’s me that sounds like I’m crashing through the undergrowth like a wild ox.
As we’re moving, I catch sight of a bit of white above us.  Stuck on a tree branch, I don’t even know how I noticed it, but I point up toward it.  Darian jumps, pixie wings sprouting from his back just like Cole has done so many times.  I watch and wait for him to fly up to the feather that I know will match the one we found on the path.
If the gryphon brushed that tree, then it was probably landing.  There should be tracks somewhere around here.  But I wait for Darian to prove that I’m right.
When he lands beside me, a wide grin on his face, he’s holding another feather just like the first one.  “How in the name of Vyran did you see that?”
I shrug.  “A lot of time in the woods.”  I grab the feather from his hand and take a sniff of it.  I don’t know what a gryphon smells like, but I assume anything that large is going to have some kind of a scent.  Nearly every huntable animal does, so a gryphon should, too.
I’m right.  There’s a soft oily scent to it, not like a bear or boar.  More like a male deer.  But it wouldn’t smell like that if it had been in that tree for more than a day.  “Come on,” I say.  I keep my eyes out for lion tracks.
Lion tracks.  Gryphon tracks.  My world has become very different from my childhood.
But you track all animals the same way, and my body and mind are honed to a razor’s edge on how to do that.  I slide under a tree branch, my fingers brushing it as I pass, and I veer slightly north.  The wind blows toward me, and I could swear that I smell that same soft musky scent on it.
I follow that scent, running instead of walking.  It feels like my steps are booming, but I know that I’m far more silent than any human I’ve ever met.  Even the most experienced hunters make more sound walking than I do running.
Darian’s even quieter as he keeps up with me effortlessly.  But he wouldn’t be able to find a gryphon.  Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a paw print.  My body and mind follow the trail as easily as I’d follow a path with signposts.
My thoughts turn toward the size of that paw print.  The fact that its claws are probably as long as my hand.  The depth of the paw means it weighs probably as much as a cow.  This is not a creature I should be tracking because it most likely falls into the “you will never win a fight with a Fae” rule I’ve lived by.  If a human sized harpy can out fight me, I’m sure that a cow sized gryphon would barely bat an eye as it crushed me.
But Darian is not me.  I saw him fight Cole, and I know that while he may be a little odd, he’s capable of protecting both of us.  So now I get to see a gryphon up close.
I stop suddenly as I hear a chittering from behind a bitterberry bush.  And… Darian runs squarely into me.  He looks light.  He’s not.  I hit the bush hard, falling over it and landing about five feet in front of a very, very large gryphon.
The description that everyone knows doesn’t do it justice.  Half eagle and half lion.  That sounds like it would be similar to a four-legged bird.  That’s just not true.  Where the drakeling was a tiny dragon.  This creature is the largest bird that was ever born.
My bed would fit on its back.  A party of four could ride it.  It wouldn’t fit inside a wagon.  And the wingspan… I have to turn my head to see from one tip to the other.  Feathers cover its entire body, except its paws and tail.  The tail probably weighs more than me, and it flicks around in agitation.
There aren’t many creatures that I’m afraid of.  I wasn’t afraid of the drakeling at all.  But this?  Yes, every inch of me knows that I need to leave this creature alone and stay far away.
But Darian doesn’t seem to have those same issues.  In a flash, he’s standing in front of me with a grin on his face.  The gryphon screeches so loudly that I have to cover my ears.  I push myself back against the bush and get to my feet, my eyes never leaving the hooked beak that’s larger than my head.
Then I see its eyes.  There’s so much more intelligence in those eyes than a normal eagle or hawk would have.  There’s still the same territorial instincts and need to lash out at anything that startles it, but it knows I don’t want to hurt it.
When Darian doesn’t shy away from it, the gryphon calms down and begins to eye this new threat that doesn’t seem afraid.  I assume that there aren’t very many creatures in these forests that aren’t afraid of it, so when there is one, it takes notice.
“There you are,” Darian whispers softly.  “Don’t you worry.  I’m not going to hurt you.”  He digs into his pocket and pulls out a piece of jerky that we made from the boar I killed.  “Here you go, boy.”  He tosses the bit of meat to the gryphon, and the gryphon moves out of the way, letting the meat hit the ground while he rears up on his back paws, spreading his wings wide.
“Eat it,” Darian says.  He looks down at the meat on the ground, and the gryphon follows his gaze.  It’s like he just realizes what it is.  Cocking his head like only birds can do, he looks at the meat again, and then at Darian.
He scoops the meat up with his hooked beak and swallows it.  Immediately, he turns to Darian and paws the ground in front of him.  Darian tosses the meat to the ground, and the gryphon picks it up with his beak.  Without any hesitation, the gryphon paws the ground again.
I have to blink a few times to believe that what I’m seeing is real.  Darian just convinced a gryphon to eat his traveling rations.  Now it’s… asking for more?  There’s no way anyone could have convinced the boar I saw the other day to do that.  It might have attacked me for food and taken it from me after I was dead, but it wouldn’t have asked for more.  Politely.
This time, Darian takes a step toward the gryphon before tossing the piece of meat.  Again and again, he tosses a little piece and takes a step.  The gryphon doesn’t seem to mind at all.
And then Darian touches the gryphon’s neck.  Not gently, either.  He puts his hand on the creature’s neck and grips it.  Hard.  The gryphon’s eyes open wide, almost like he’s panicking, but then… he doesn’t try to kill Darian.
The gryphon immediately lays down.  I glance at the tail, noticing that it’s not twitching anymore.  Darian’s still got that firm grip on his neck, and he says, “It’s okay, Maeve.  He’s not going to do anything while I have him like this.  You know, everyone says that gryphons are mostly bird, but if you look at how they act, they’re mostly cats.  They just have a lot of feathers and a beak… and a bird’s head.  But they’re mostly cats.  Maybe that doesn’t make sense.”
I can’t help but chuckle at Darian’s chaotic ramblings because I’m sold.  That’s a cat with wings.  And a beak.  And a bird’s head.  But it’s a cat with wings.  I know this because when I run my hands under the gryphon’s chin, he purrs.  Like the biggest cat in the world.
Darian pets his massive feathered cheeks, and the gryphon pushes against his hand.  The thrumming purr only gets louder.  This enormous, cow-sized creature that could shred either one of us without any trouble just wants snacks and pets, and I think this is my favorite part of my new life.  First a drakeling.  Now a gryphon.
If only there wasn’t all this danger and death and fear, I could really get used to living in a magical world.
So when Darian lets go of the gryphon’s neck, and the creature shakes his head as he gets up, a whole pile of feathers coming off, a part of me gets a little flustered.  This has been the best moment in weeks, and I only got to enjoy it for a few minutes.
“Off you go, boy,” Darian says.  “Stay safe out there.”  He pats the gryphon on his hindquarters, and the gryphon turns.  But before he leaves all the way, he stops and stares at me.  It’s like he’s trying to say something, but I can’t hear him.
Then he turns all the way around, and, with a running leap, his enormous wings carry him into the air.  Both Darian and I watch him sail away, looking just as magical as the drakeling.  “That was…”
“Incredible?” Darian offers.  “Wonderful?  Magical?  The best bird-cat there ever was?  Yes.  I agree with all of that.”
I nod, still watching the gryphon fly ever higher until he slowly disappears into the clouds hiding the top of Skycrest.  Then Darian turns to me.  “I didn’t understand how good at tracking you are.  You knew where the gryphon was like… like a harpy would know where I was.  Maeve, that’s not normal.”
I shrug.  “I’ve always been good at tracking.  I could tell you how I found the gryphon if you want.  It’s not magic like yours.  Or like Cole’s.  It’s just something I’m good at.”
Darian’s eyebrow arches, and he crosses his arms over his chest.  “It’s more than that.  And you can use whatever logic you want, but if there’s not magic involved, I’ll eat my shoes.”
I grin because I know there’s no magic involved.  My mother’s ring won’t let me have access to any magic while I’m wearing it.  “One day, when I learn to do real magic, I’ll prove that it’s just pure skill, Darian.  Then I’ll enjoy watching you eat your shoes.  I’ve never seen someone eat shoe leather, but I bet it would be tough.  Maybe your Fae teeth can handle that, though.”
Darian chuckles and pats me on the shoulder.  “Come on.  Cole should have the fire going by now.  Lee was out gathering some herbs for a nice tea.  It’s been too long since I’ve had some of her hunter’s tea.”
I nod to him and smile as I follow him out of the forest and back to the camp that Cole’s setting up.  Darian and Lee may be Fae, but they don’t feel like it.  Not like Cole.  They’re just nice people who happen to have magic.  And the knowledge of how to pet gryphons.
Cole is not that.  Cole… I don’t know how I feel about him.  Every time I think that I’ve gotten over my issues with him, he does something that drives me crazy.  Like finding out that he’s the Prince of Flames.  Or that I’ll have to pretend to be his fiancée.
The realization hits me like a sack of bricks.  That’s happening tonight.  No one’s said anything about it, but we’re going to be in Draenyth tomorrow.  We have to do this ritual tonight to make it real.
My stomach twists.
No one’s been willing to explain what this betrothal magic will do or what will happen in the ritual.  They just keep brushing it off as perfectly fine and safe.
“Darian,” I say slowly.
He turns to look at me.  I’m sure it’s the tone of voice that I used that makes him stop walking.  “Darian, this was all to get me away from camp while Cole sets up the ritual, wasn’t it?”
The corner of his lip curls up.  “It worked, didn’t it?”
“Why didn’t someone just tell me what it was?”
Darian shrugs and goes back to walking, his steps just as loud as any human now that he’s not trying to be quiet.  I run my hand over a tree branch and feel a bit of the fear fade and the knot in my stomach loosen just a little.  He says, “We were planning to, but truthfully, I wanted to see the gryphon and it was just good timing.  There’s nothing to do until the moon is in the sky, so you’d just be antsy and frustrated for no good reason.”
I shake my head slowly.  Why won’t they all just realize that I want to know.  All of it.  “Next time, please ask if I want to know or wait.  Please?”
Darian chuckles.  “Okay.  It’s a simple enough ritual, so that won’t make you nervous.  It’s what happens after it’s done that might make you a little uncomfortable.”
I don’t say anything, giving him plenty of time to continue and try to explain things to me.  “You humans don’t understand what marriage is supposed to be.  You don’t understand oaths either.”  He purses his lips as he tries to find the right words.  “Maeve, marriage for Immortals is forever.  We don’t age, there’s no divorce, and you can’t remarry if a spouse dies.  ‘Til death do us part’ is not part of the vows.  If your spouse dies, you’ll feel a hole in your soul forever.”
Darian hasn’t been serious very often since I’ve met him, but he’s deathly serious now.  “The betrothal ritual is to show you what it will be like to be married.  It’s to let you have a chance to turn back before it’s permanent.  Because once the bond is created, there’s no one in Nyth that can break it.  Not even Calyr.  These are the same bonds that dragons used, and they were made to be unbreakable.  A true union of two souls.”
I’m speechless.  That seems so final for people who could live for ten thousand years.  “But why?”
Darian smiles just a little, but there’s still a seriousness there that seems so unfitting on him.  “Because Immortals are taught from birth to keep their emotions leashed.  Humans have something called love.  Immortals don’t know the feeling.  We have honor, trust, faith, and loyalty, but love doesn’t make sense to us.”
I interrupt him, needing to ask a question that terrifies me.  “But what about a mother’s love for her children?”
“Pride, Maeve.  And trust and loyalty.”  He says it as though there was no other explanation needed, and I guess my expression convinces him otherwise.  “Legacy is why males have children.  Pride is why females do.  Children are planned.  Well, before the Shattering, they were planned.  Take Cole Cyrus, our ever-smiling friend.  His father mated his mother because she was a powerful House of Steel warrior.  The powers of Steel would be the perfect accompaniment to his Flames.  A child with that strength would be the perfect tool to maintain his position.  Thus, Cole Cyrus was born.”
“Wait,” I say.  “Cole’s mother and father aren’t married?”
Darian nearly cackles with laughter.  “Absolutely not.  No one in their right mind would marry King Casimir.  That’d be like tying your soul to a piece of molten iron and being surprised when it burned you.  No, Casimir mated Cora.  Then he forced her to give Cole up as soon as he was able to walk and he was obviously House of Flames.  Cole barely remembers her.”
Not all that different from my own life.  “So if you don’t understand love, then why get married?”
“Because it’s guaranteed loyalty.  Trusting another Immortal is not an easy thing.  Everyone has a purpose behind their relationships.  It is an unbreakable alliance in a world where every handshake or smile is probably a lie.”
I don’t know how I feel about that.  I don’t know if I can even comprehend it, to be honest.  How could anyone decide to tie themselves to another person for possibly forever and not love them?  How could they raise children without love?
“But you and Lee trust Cole, and Cole trusts you.  It feels like permanently bonding your soul to someone is a little over-the-top for a little loyalty.”
Darian raises an eyebrow at me.  “Cole and my friendship and loyalty goes back so long that I doubt it’s very common.  And it started when we were children, before we were pushing for power.  In nearly a thousand years, we’ve never expanded our circle of loyalty beyond the three of us.” 
I frown.  A thousand years of not trusting the people around him.  He built an entire village for people he doesn’t let in.  I guess it’s not surprising that he doesn’t let his walls down around me.
“How is it supposed to make me feel?”  I can’t help but think back on the way that the Shade made me feel.  The way he’d played my body against me so easily.
Darian shrugs.  “I have no idea.  I’ve never been betrothed, and I certainly haven’t been married.  I just know the theory behind it, and I know that Cole is struggling with the idea of being tied to someone like that.  Hence,” he spreads his arms and looks around, “our delightful trip to see the gryphon.”
When I’m quiet, Darian continues walking back to camp, and I let myself fall into my thoughts.  Questions plague my mind as I try to weave my way through hints and puzzle pieces.  It all boils down to trust.  Do I trust Darian?  Do I trust Cole?  I run my finger over the four black marks on my wrist, and I could swear that I feel a tie to the Shade.  That strangely comforting feel of him touching me.
I have to trust something or someone, and everyone that has proven to be helpful is telling me I should do this.  I know that I’ll die if I walk into Draenyth without a plan.  Is this the only plan that will work?  Is there any other way to keep me safe in a place where humans are food and my magic will put a target on my back?
I… don’t know.






  
  Chapter 22


Gethin’s losing it.  The bastard is going to attack someone even though he’s older than the rest of us.  He knows the consequences.  His troops are too strong, and no one has the strength to win against him.  Brenna’s numbers are too small and I’m weak to him.  Maybe if we all worked together, but no.  That coward Roderic refuses to speak with any of us.  I don’t know what to do at this point… ~King Casimir, personal journals


Cole is standing on the edge of a stream when I find him.  He’s staring down at it and doesn’t make any motion to let me know he heard me approaching, but when I move to stand next to him, he doesn’t seem surprised. 
“We have a ritual to do tonight,” I say softly.  The sun is slowly advancing toward the horizon, and already the shadows of the trees are long, laying like black logs over the stream.  The scent of rain is on the wind, and by tomorrow, there will be a storm covering the countryside in a torrential downpour.
We’ll be in Draenyth by tomorrow.  Warm and dry in Cole’s home.
“Yes, we do,” he whispers back.  I can’t help but feel like I need to comfort him.  I don’t understand the process enough to be afraid or even very nervous.  “Once the moon is in the sky, we can do it.  It’s still several hours from now.  Did Darian explain it to you?”
I take a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Not the actual ritual.  Just the purpose.  And why you’re not exactly excited.”
“We have to,” he pauses, his shoulders slumping, “bind our souls.  Loosely.  Physically, we’ll say words, let our magic touch, and kiss, and that’s all.  Nothing scary or dangerous.  Even for you.  But…”   He lets the thought linger in the air, and I don’t respond.
Yes, this is the right decision.  He wouldn’t feel like this if he was trying to take advantage of me.  If he was trying to trick me into doing something I wouldn’t want to do, he wouldn’t be like this.  He’s more nervous than I am, and that’s not something he could fake.
“I’m going to be different around you, Maeve,” he finally says.
I turn away from the stream to look at him.  “You called me Maeve.”
He nods, not looking at me.  “You won’t be Wyrdling to me after we do this.  You’ll be important to me in ways that I can’t describe.  I don’t know if you’ll feel the same way since you’re not fully Immortal.”  He turns to look at me.  “I won’t be able to let anything bad happen to you.  You’ve been afraid that I was lying to you this entire time.”
I try to interrupt him, but he raises a hand and ignores me.  “You should have been wary of being with me.  You should be wary of everyone, Maeve.  Everyone.  Damn us all, you should still be wary of me because this is temporary.  But I know myself.  I won’t be able to let you be hurt.  You’ll be very important.”
The intensity of those words.  The heaviness.  This is the most heartfelt and serious conversation we’ve had.  Everything else has either been annoyance or banter or training.  This is something else entirely.  This is the man who carries all the weight on his shoulders.  The one who might be cracking.
I know nothing about him or that weight, but somehow, I know the weight he carries won’t be only his for long.
For the first time, I stop and recognize what he’s doing for me.  Until now, I’ve just been following him while he walked back home, but this is more than that.  He’s sacrificing something more than a bit of time to train me or to explain this new world.  He’s… He’s making himself vulnerable for me, and after the past two months, I know that’s not easy for him.
All to protect me.  Maybe it’s because he’s trying to protect someone with my bloodline or maybe it’s something else entirely.  It doesn’t matter.
I do something that surprises even me.  Putting my hand on his arm, I feel the physical strength and the emotional weakness.  “I believe you, Cole.  Thank you for everything you’ve done so far.  I know I haven’t been exactly appreciative, and I should have been.”
He nods, and then he does something that surprises me even more.  He puts his palm against my cheek and looks into my eyes, surprisingly soft.  “You’ve been a pain in the ass, Maeve, but it’s been interesting at least.”
I can’t help but smile, and when he pulls his hand away from my cheek, he turns back to the stream.  I can’t decide whether this feels more like an ending or a beginning with the tension in the air.
More than anything, I can’t figure out why it feels so bittersweet.



      [image: image-placeholder]The moon is high in the sky when we stand alone by the river.  Darian and Lee are far away, leaving us to a ritual that’s more personal than I had expected.  When humans are betrothed, half the time, the future bride and groom aren’t even in the same room together.
There’s nothing human about this, though.  “Repeat after me,” he says.
We stand facing each other wearing the same things that we’ve worn for weeks.  Messy hair and filthy bodies that definitely could use a bath.  The moon is nowhere near full, but it seems to bathe the world in light tonight.  Like the very air is glowing with anticipation.
We hold each other’s hands, palm to palm, and I have the strangest feelings running through me.  So many feelings rush through me I’m almost frozen in place.  Cole’s hands are warm while the air brushes over us with a bit of the chill from the mountaintops, leaving goosebumps over my skin.
Cole’s body is radiating so much heat that it comes off him in waves, distorting the surrounding air, and I wonder what it’d be like if I weren’t wearing my mother’s ring.  Still, I recognize the faint bits of shadow beginning to swirl around me.  I can’t control how my emotions rage inside me, either.  When I look at Cole, I understand more of what the Shade was talking about desire.  Because I want Cole in ways I’ve never truly wanted anyone else.  Not even when the Shade taught me to use magic compares to the throbbing inside me right now.  Not even that night in Aerwyn, when the Shade held me in place and teased me.
Cole’s not doing anything except holding my hand, but part of me is drawn to him, like my shadows want to touch him, to wash away the struggles that he feels.  Like the darkness inside me is the only thing that could heal the pains he feels.
More than that, though, I feel a sense of peace.  It’s almost like I’m running through the woods, tracking a deer.  Everything inside me, even the desire, feels so unimportant compared to that peace.
Cole’s grin is unquestionable.  A smile so wide it looks strange on him.  Underneath that, there’s a sense of pure confidence that pulls at me, making me want him even more.  Flames flicker to life around us, mixing with the tiny shadows that have been swirling around me already.  A dance of dark and light.
“I offer myself to you,” he says, his voice low and rough, like he’s having to struggle to maintain the calmness in it.
“I offer myself to you,” I repeat.  When I say the words, I immediately understand what he’s struggling with.  The words come out strong, harsh, and smokey.  Almost a hiss as the emotions that boil inside me beg to be let loose.  As those words flow from my lips, I can sense the magic in them.  Vibrations that are indescribable float around us, and the flames roar to life.  The liquid shadows expand, growing in power and size as they become more than I should ever be able to create with my mother’s ring on.  The very air surrounding us seems to vibrate with power, separating us from the rest of the world.
His fingers curl into my palm, and his nails press against my flesh.  I can feel the tips becoming talons, but they don’t bite into me.  My hands move instinctively, following along with his, my nails pressing against his palms, and they feel stronger, too.  Almost as though they were turning into talons as well.
Every emotion that’s building inside me explodes in intensity, and it flows through my fingertips into him.  “I will protect you,” he breathes, his eyes never leaving mine.
I don’t know how I know what I’m supposed to say, but it’s certainly not “I will protect you”.  Instead of the normal ice blue of his eyes, they’re molten, like liquid fire.  Glowing red and orange with specks of white.
“I will help you carry the weight,” I say with more confidence than I should feel.  Cole’s eyes open wide, and the flames around us both flare, encasing us even further and blotting out the rest of the world.  I don’t know how, but my words fit into a strange song.  A dance of words as much as the flames and shadows that are roiling around us.
“I will help you become strong.  I will show you your own strength.”  The cadence of his words changes, making it more staccato.  More imperative.  More… powerful.
My heart sings back to those words.  I know that there is absolute truth in them.  Honesty in a way that I’ve never experienced with Cole.  They’re the only truths I’ve ever wanted.  Powerful and protected.
“I will help you find peace.  I will show you what it is to breathe easily.”  The reverberations of our words blend into the dance of our powers, and nothing outside of our bubble matters.  Nothing else exists.  A world of shadow and flame and words of truth.  
I feel a new sensation flowing into my palms.  Excitement.  A need to move.  And… something else.
Cole’s smile shifts ever so slightly.  The grin turns seductive, and when the next words come out of his mouth, they’re heady and lusty.  “I will make you mine.”  And an unsaid word.  Soon.  It lingers on the blazing wind that roars around us.
My heart is racing.  Pure and unadulterated excitement flowing through me like a drug.  Overwhelming everything else.  My body thrums with a brand new source of power.  A brand new rhythm that isn’t a jar of angry lightning or that deep drum from my core.  No, this is in my chest, and it’s begging me to move.
“I will make you mine,” I repeat.  Just like Cole, I don’t say, “Soon”, but it’s there.  For a half second, the words whisper together as we stare into each other’s eyes.  All this power inside me aches for what comes next.  I know I could pull back right now, and Cole is giving me time to recognize that, stretching out the ritual and letting the power stretch for just a little longer.  I could turn away from the betrothal.  As long as the last step doesn’t occur, it will all be meaningless.
But I want it.  I want him.
When he cranes his neck down toward me, I don’t hesitate to move toward him.  When his lips press against mine, a surge of power flows through me.  Even when I’ve taken my mother’s ring off, I’ve never felt anything like this.  It’s so much I could get lost in it.
Then I see Cole.  Right now, I could have shut my eyes and known exactly what he looks like.  Every hair on his head.  Every finger.  The way his lips press against mine.
And the way he wants more than a kiss.
In this moment, we are a single person.  His hair is mine.  His fingers.  His lips.  That power that flows through his veins.  All of him is mine, and I am his as well.  A melding together of our realities.  Of our very beings.
I’d thought that truth had circled us when we’d said those words.  The only moments that we’ve been completely honest since we met.  Now, I know that there can’t be lies.  Not when we’re connected like this.  Two people sharing one soul cannot lie to each other.
When I close my eyes, I see something strange in my mind.  A foreign image of a terrible landscape.  Winds so hot they burn anything alive blow past me.  They’re so hot they’ve turned the desert sand into glass.  Shattered glass edges rise everywhere, some waist high and others taller than a cottage.  Twisted, broken things that create a series of pathways through that deserted landscape.
In the very center, a circular tower rises so high into the air that I wonder if it ever ends.  Made of a black stone so dark that it looks to be hidden in shadows.  That fiery wind whips around it, tearing at it, but the tower stands tall, unbroken and unwavering.  I can’t stop looking at that tower in my mind’s eye.  It’s so familiar.  Like I know it from somewhere.
My heart shudders suddenly as an emotion reverberates through me.  Fear.  Undeniable terror.  It rips through me like I’m watching my death.
My eyes flash open, and I’m looking at Cole, the image of that mental landscape is forgotten as reality floods me with confusion.  Cole… changes.  Starting with his lips, his face becomes rough stone, and in an instant, he pulls back. He takes a full step away from me, breaking the connection.
The flames and shadows around us disappear as I look at Cole and see the stone that covers his face and neck.  I know what it feels like to have that stone instead of skin.  That’s when I realize what happened.
That was his fear.  Not mine.
Fear makes his Steel magic work.  Just like revulsion would make my shadows work.  He’s panting, and I can’t stop feeling that terror race through me.  It overwhelms every other emotion.  
“What was that?” I whisper.
His breath is coming out ragged, and slowly, the stone turns back into flesh as he gets control over himself.  The painful expression on his face fades back into the cold look he’s given me so often since we first met.  “It was… startling.”  The words are shaky, and they don’t ring with honesty like I’d expect from a male that had just gone through that with me.
“You were startled?” I ask incredulously.  “You’re starting this betrothal with lies?”
He gives me that smile that only tells me he’s annoyed.  “The entire betrothal is a lie… Maeve.  I don’t know why you’d expect me to trust you suddenly.  Have you paid those debts yet?”
I’d felt him.  All of him.  No, that’s not true.  In that single kiss, we were a single person.  Not like how people talked about weddings or even lovemaking in Blackgrove.  No, this was something very different.  Even now, when I look into those eyes that still hold glimmers of the molten fire that had been there moments ago, I feel like I should be able to reach out and touch his soul with mine.  
Why had he pulled away from that?  There was nothing terrifying about it.
That’s when it all clicks into place.  The secrets.  He’d thought that I would find out the things that he’s kept hidden from everyone.  Especially me.  He’d been terrified that I’d find out whatever he’s hiding, and that’s why he pulled away.
“Fine.  Keep your secrets.”  I smile at him and take the two steps toward him, crossing the gap between us.  I don’t know what’s pushing me to move like this, but I put my hand on the center of his chest.  He moves as fast as lightning, almost like he was in a fight, and his fingers wrap around my wrist.
He doesn’t hurt me.  As soon as his flesh touches mine, there’s a shadow of that moment we shared.  Not completely one person, but when I look into his eyes, I can feel the weight on his shoulders.  There’s no doubt that he wants peace from the things that haunt his dreams.  I said the right thing.  Just like I need power and protection, he needs someone to help carry the weight on his shoulders.
His heart beats faster, but he doesn’t pull my hand away.  “Don’t, Maeve.”  The way he says it, it’s more of a plea than an order.
My nails dig into his chest, not hard enough to hurt him, but enough that some emotions that are desperate to find a way out of me escape my fingertips.  Inky shadows twist down my fingers and onto his chest.  They crawl upward toward his head, slowly spinning and whirling as they climb his neck, as they caress his skin.
Something about this ritual is letting me use magic even though the ring on my finger should prevent it.  Not as much as I would like.  Not as much as I would have if I took it off.  It’s enough that I realize there’s no anger inside me even after the lies.
I watch my shadows cling to his skin.  I know what they feel like.  Feather-light.  Damp like the morning mists.  Sticky and clingy with no weight at all.
“I don’t know what this ritual is supposed to be like,” I say with a sly smile.  “Cole, if you felt what I felt, you know your words had power.  We may not be married, but we’re not separate anymore.”
I move my hand up higher, and he lets me.  When my fingertips move through the shadows and press against his throat, he whispers, “No, we’re not.”
My nails caress his skin, my shadows following me and hiding my hands.  I move in a way that I’ve never moved before, yet it feels so natural.  It feeds the drumming in my core.  The ache that I’ve felt every time I needed to tease shadows from my fingertips.
I can hear Cole’s heartbeat racing while mine feels calm.  Even the quiet wild of the woods wouldn’t let me feel this serenity.  Right now, I’m in control.  Cole is the strongest person in the world, and right now, I’m in control.  Then I see his eyes.  Instead of the molten fire that had been there during our ritual or the ice blue that is normally there, his eyes feel dull.  Darkness seems to coat the ice blue, and I don’t know what it means.
He leans down as if to kiss me again, and I suddenly understand.  That darkness is desire in them.  It’s desperate lust.  My shadows are controlling him, and he’s doing what I wish he’d do.
It’s wrong.  I may have the power to control him, but I refuse to do it.  I take a step back, the shadows that had poured from my fingertips fading away into nothing, and I say, “Not now.  You have your secrets, and I have my debts.”  I turn around and leave him there, but not before saying, “Get some sleep, Cole.”
Then I walk into the trees, and he doesn’t follow.






  
  Chapter 23


Power of any sort is a double-edged blade.  The wielder will always be cut just as her enemy is, 
but she has the opportunity to embrace the blade’s edge.  
There is no warrior that has not been wounded.  
Every action has a cost.~Inni the Destroyer, A History of Magic and Dragons


Magical power flows through me in a way that it’s never done before.  I feel unstoppable right now.  Capable of doing anything. 
Shadows flow from my fingertips, a thin stream of darkness that falls to the forest floor to cover the leaves and sticks.  The moon’s light still coats the world in silver as I embrace the power in my body.
The drumbeat of that power is so loud I doubt I could hear a predator sneaking up on me, but I don’t know if I’d need to hear it.  I might just feel it.
That’s with my mother’s ring on.  When I slip it off and slide it into a pocket, the shadows explode from my fingertips, like thick water that’s unaffected by the soft breeze.  Leaves fall from the trees, and they’re swallowed up by the inky blackness that roils around me.
That darkness pulls at me.  Calling for me to move it, to twist it and shift it.  To make it into something else.
I look up at the moon in the night sky.  A mirror of my own darkness.  The waning moon against a darkness that isn’t actually dark.  A billion little pinpricks of light fill the sky, and when I look down at the shadows at my feet, I wonder what else those shadows could be.  Is darkness all I have in me?  Or could there be light there as well?  Could there be stars in my own midnight sky?
The waves of shadows shift and twist, and as that drum beats a steady rhythm, an image of the Shade rises from them.  The black cloak.  Every little piece of him except the coarse hands and sharp nails.  Just like when he’s here, shadows pool around his feet, hiding the ground.  Except that this time, they’re my shadows.
I run my hands over the cloaked side of his face, my fingers touching that black mist instead of cloth, but I swear I feel it.  Rough linen that’s seen thousands of years.  Stained black not only from dye but also from blood and tears.
I don’t know why I recreated the Shade out of shadows.  I didn’t do it on purpose, but when I let my power flow unconstrained, this is what the shadows showed me.
An imitation that looks so similar to the Fae I’ve become far too familiar with.  Why do I want to touch him like this?  I glance down at the marks on my wrist.  Those four reasons that Cole doesn’t trust me.
As if I had called him, a voice comes from behind a tree.  Like water over river rocks, it speaks to me.  Except that this time, I hadn’t called him.  I hadn’t wanted his help.  “You could do better if you tried harder,” the Shade says as he flows toward me.  Before he gets too close to me, I step back, not ready for him to touch me.
How long has he been here?  What has he seen?  Did he see me look longingly at his likeness?  Did he see me try to touch it?
His hand trails over the side of the shadows, those long black nails cutting through it easier than a knife through butter, but where his fingers pass, the shadows disappear, and the vision fades.
“Do it again now that you have a model,” he says and turns toward me.  “Look at me and make it accurate.  Including the fingers.”
I blink.  “I don’t want to.  Thank you for the help, but I can’t become indebted any more than I already am.”
He slowly shakes his head.  “This will not put you in my debt.  You are my investment, Maeve, and making sure that you can protect yourself is important to protecting that investment.  Tomorrow, you will go to the most dangerous place in the world, and if you aren’t ready… I’ll lose my investment.”
The way he says it, so cold and ruthless, I’m reminded of all the stories.  Wealthy men who’d made a bargain and then been forced to burn down their businesses.  Poor women who’d been forced to marry men who they never wanted to marry.
Nowhere in any of it was there softness or kindness.  If I could go back in time, would I have asked the Shade for help again?  Yes.  At least for Hazel.  Maybe the other three times.  But not now.  Not when I have the power, and I’m learning to use it.
“Tonight, Maeve, you are going to train with shadow magic.”  He says the words slowly.  “You’ll do as I say until I am done.  Is that understand?”
“No.”  I want to be alone tonight.  I want to understand the emotions that run through me.  The last thing I want is to be near the Shade and be influenced by the way he makes me feel.
“That isn’t an acceptable response.  I call in the debt, Maeve Arden.  You will follow my directions on practicing shadow magic, or you will forfeit your life.”  My wrist begins to burn, and I look down at the fourth mark on my wrist.  “Decide to do as I say, and the pain will go away.”  My eyes go wide as I watch the mark go from black to glowing red.  Pain sears through my body, hundreds of times worse than when he put the mark on my wrist.
“Fine!” I shout.  The pain immediately fades.  After only a second, it’s like there wasn’t any pain at all.  I run my finger over the mark that had turned red hot.  “Why would you do that?” I ask, eyes wide.  “Why are you trying to force me to train with magic tonight?”
“I’ve already explained it,” he says, just as coldly as he had earlier.  “Now make a copy of me out of shadows.”
I hesitate, and the mark on my arm flares with pain.  Immediately, I focus on doing as he says, and the pain evaporates.  I focus on all the details of the Shade, from the way the cloak moves to the way the shadows seem to swirl around him.  Then I try to get his nails and hands correct.  That part is the hardest.  Especially with the fact that the shadows don’t have any color.
The Shade nods and approaches the effigy.  He looks closer, and I’m not sure whether he’s appreciating it or critiquing it.  Then he says, “Make it move.”
What?  I blink at him.  “How am I supposed to do that?”
He smiles at me.  Sure, I can’t see it, but I know he’s doing it.  “Just do it.  They’re your shadows.  An outpouring of your power.  Make it move just like you’d move your own arm.”
I can’t do that.  There’s no way.  As soon as the Shade sees the fear and confusion in my eyes, he moves toward me and hisses, “Stand still and don’t move a muscle.”  As I try to pull away, my arm burns like it’s on fire.  When I look down at it, I can see steam coming from the mark and little bubbles rising on the surrounding skin.
I stop moving, and the pain stops, but those blisters don’t go away.  I stand perfectly still, not even wanting to blink for fear of more pain, and the Shade stands inches away from me.  So close I can feel his breath on me.  Those black tipped nails run over my cheek and slide down my neck.
“Calm down and breathe slowly,” he whispers to me.  “I want you to be successful, Maeve Arden.  I want you to survive and help your cousin to get better.  These things won’t happen until you’re stronger, though.”
His breath whispers over my skin, hot and in direct opposition to the cool shadows that slip from his fingertips so similar to mine.
Those nails slide down my throat to where my tunic is, and for just a moment, I remember the way it felt when his shadows criss-crossed over my body, under my clothes.  The way he’d touched me so intimately without ever putting a finger on me.
That drum that had been drowned out by fear roars to life.  His nails go back to my throat, the black tips pressing against my skin as he softly tightens his grip.  I swallow hard as that drumbeat tries to force shadows out of my fingertips.
The Shade’s hand moves over my face, gently covering my eyes for a moment, and suddenly the entire world is covered in darkness.  Yet, I don’t care because I feel those black-tinted nails moving to the back of my neck.
“See it moving, Maeve,” he whispers to me, the lips I’ve never seen before only inches from my ear.  “See it move and let the shadows flow just like your fingers would.”
I think about the imitation of him, and I see it gliding across the ground.  My mind struggles with it, with believing that it’s possible, but while the Shade’s nails are on me, I don’t care.
Then I feel his shadows slipping under my clothes again.  There’s no teasing this time, as they slide under my pants and press between my legs.  A gasp escapes my lips as those shadows solidify just enough that I feel a pressure, an urgency.  The world is nothing but blackness and he whispers, “See the effigy moving.”
Those shadows move ever so slightly, pressing harder against me, almost begging me for something.  Something I don’t understand.  Something that I desperately want.  The sensation of soft pressure against my stomach begins at my navel, tracing a path down.  Like kisses.  Is the Shade kissing me?
The pressure between my legs intensifies, and the Shade whispers again, “Make it move, or I’ll stop.”
That drum inside me is pounding so fast that I wonder if anything isn’t covered in shadows.  Then the pressure fades just a bit, and I whisper, “No.  Please don’t stop.”  I visualize the effigy and feel it moving.  Not just a mental image.
No, for the first time, I can feel my shadows.  They’re not separate from me, not a thing I control.  No, they’re a part of me.  Like my hair or fingernails.  They simply grow faster than I’m used to.
I can feel the ground, can feel the way they curl and shift and slide as I pull the effigy toward me.  I can feel when it nearly collapses, but I stabilize it.  Then I make it move again, pulling it toward me.
“That’s it,” he whispers from behind me, and the shadows between my legs stiffen and become almost completely solid, pressing against my core.  His hands press against my tunic-covered stomach until they’re nearly touching my breasts.
And then he releases me.  His hands, his shadows, his… everything.  It all seems to disappear, including the shadows covering my eyes.  Right in front of me, a foot away, stands his effigy.
“Excellent work, Maeve,” he whispers in that dark voice that he was using to whisper in my ear.  “Now you need to learn to use revulsion.”
I gape at him as he strides toward the nearest tree.  Revulsion?  How can he even think about training after the way he made me feel?  My body is going crazy, and he wants me to focus on anything other than his touch?
He turns around and moves away from me.  “Revulsion is the opposite of desire.  Where desire is the need to be close to someone or something—to feel them and have them—revulsion is the need to be far away from them.  It’s being sickened at the thought of them touching you.  Revulsion is not how you feel about your enemy.  It’s how you feel about your failures and about the people who have hurt you.”
“No,” I say.  The Shade whirls around, and I could swear that he’s furious.  My body is throbbing so hard that it feels like the entire world should move in time to my heartbeat.  Shadows pour from my fingertips, but the anger inside me wars with it.  “You keep touching me,” I hiss.  “You keep making me feel things I shouldn’t feel for you.  Making me want things I shouldn’t want.  Then you walk away, leaving me desperate for your touch.  You cannot expect me to focus on something brand new when I feel like this.  When all I want is…”
“Is my hands on you?” he says so softly that I know that it’s a warning.  “Or do you want more, Maeve Arden?”
When he moves toward me, I recognize the ferality.  I know the look to his movements and the feel behind that cloak hood.  I know that he’s on the verge of hurting me.  No different from the day that I hurt Hazel and would have hurt Aunt Prudence if she’d tried to punish me.
I’m not a stupid human, though, and with each day that I practice, I feel more strength flowing through my veins.  Especially tonight.
Which is why, when shadows wreathe his hands in black, I prepare myself.  I know he could make that tally mark on my wrist burn just as he did earlier, but he’s angry, and he wants to make me pay for my insolence.  For my questioning him.
I prepare to fight back, to use magic and my strength to defend myself.  But he’s so fast.  Like lightning, his hands move to my wrists so quickly that I can’t react.  When I try to struggle, it’s like trying to struggle against stone or steel.  Unbendable.  Unbreakable.  A force of nature that no Fae, much less a Wyrdling, can break.
He lifts my hands into the air, and the shadows wrapped around his hands tighten, holding me in place and leaving his hands free to do whatever he wants.  I struggle against them, but there really is no way to get free.  “You want more?  I could give you more.  I could give you more than you can handle.  I could make you scream until morning.”
Fear takes a hold of me and doesn’t let go as he stands in front of me, his fingers hooked in the waistband of my pants.  Unceremoniously, he pulls them down to my knees, baring me to the darkness of the woods.  More shadows snake across the ground and wrap around my ankles, tightening until I know I can’t move my feet anymore than I can move my hands.
And then the shadows wreathe my body in darkness, sliding across my bare skin like a wind.  The Shade watches me, both of our eyes open as that inky darkness makes my body feel things that I’d never imagined.  It slips inside me, fitting in a way that only shadows could.
I can’t stop the moan that comes from my lips.  The heat that radiates from between my legs should melt these shadows, but they keep swirling and tickling my most intimate parts as the Shade watches with no reaction.  With no movement.  As cold and heartless as I could ever imagine.
That doesn’t change how badly I need more.  How badly I need him.
“Please,” I whisper, wanting him to do everything he’s suggesting.
He says nothing.  Instead, he takes one step toward me.  He puts his hand between my legs, and a warmth so great that I can barely believe it flows through me.  A finger slides inside me, and a shiver runs up my spine, dark and delicious.
But then he says, “No,” and pulls his hand away.  He turns and walks away, the shadows dissipating again, and then he says, “Now I want you to think of something you hate.”
The fire burns at my wrist, and I grit my teeth, my pants around my knees still.  If he wants me to think of someone I hate… I think of the Shade, pure anger rolling through me, threatening to wash away every bit of desire as I stare at him.  And something changes.  Those emotions blend and change and become something different.  A single emotion.  Revulsion.  I want the Shade gone.
I feel the shadows flowing from my fingers before I see them.  Everything in the clearing has become inky darkness between the two of us, but these tightly coiled shadows are different.  Wrong, somehow.  Unnatural.
And yet, I feel like I’ve felt them before.  Like these are almost more familiar.
“Good,” the Shade says as my shadows crawl across the ground toward him.  That feeling inside me doesn’t seem to end, like a fire that has more fuel than it could ever burn.  I grit my teeth and push those shadows toward him.
But then he says, “Now stop.  Pull up your damned pants, Maeve.”
His voice is shocking.  I hadn’t even thought about the fact that my pants are still down, but it shakes me out of the emotions that had filled me up.  The shadows that were only a few feet away from the Shade fade, leaving nothing behind.
It’s… bizarre.  All the shadows in the clearing dissipate, both the Shade and I letting go of them, and it’s easy to tell where the revulsion shadows were.  I quickly pull up my pants, and the Shade doesn’t so much as glance at me.
“Revulsion makes things go away.  It takes them into the void between worlds, and the darkness does everything it can to convince that item or person to let go.  To become part of it.”
I blink and walk down the trail that’s been left by my revulsion shadows.  No sticks.  No grass or leaves or even piles of dirt.  A small indentation on the forest floor is all that’s left between me and the Shade.  Those shadows make things go away.
“And if they touch a person?” I ask, no longer worried about what I’d wanted the Shade to do to me.  “Do they die?”
“That part of the person goes into the void.  If the shadows swallow the entire person, they’re brought to the void.”
They go into the void.  “And they die?” I whisper.
“The darkness is very convincing,” the Shade says.  “I have never heard of anyone other than members of the House of Shadows coming back from the darkness without an escort.”
A true combat magic.  A way to protect myself from the Fae.  “Thank you,” I whisper.
He nods his head.  “Your training is done tonight.”  And then he moves faster than ever before, stepping directly in front of me, inches away from me.
“Don’t you ever tell me ‘No’ again.  You owe me three debts still, and I could make those three debts exceptionally uncomfortable.”
I stand up a little straighter.  “I’m not afraid to pay my debts, Shade.”
I could swear that his lips curl up even though they’re hidden by the cloak.  “That’s because you don’t know what I would ask.”
He turns around and takes several steps before saying, “Your debt is paid, Maeve Arden.  You still have three left.” 
He raises his hand, and something shifts inside me, like a bond between the Shade and I changes.  The debt.  I look down, and one of the tally marks is blurring and fading.  Like smoke dissipating.
I turn back to see him as he takes a step and falls into the shadows at his feet.  Swallowed up by the inky blackness, he disappears.
I take a deep breath and let it out slowly.  I just repaid a debt.  I don’t know how to feel about it, though.  Especially with the emotions and sensations that the Shade drew out in me.  Before he’d shown up, I’d wanted to understand how I was feeling about Cole.  Now it’s the Shade that I can’t stop thinking about.  The way he made me feel.  The way he made me beg.  
Even so, all of that power seems to roll through me.  I slide my mother’s ring on, and when I lift my hand into the air to force shadows from my fingertips, they show up as thin tendrils.  Nothing compared to what I could do without the ring on, but enough that it’s terrifying.
I could hurt someone now, even with the ring on.
That’s power, and even though I no longer have any kind of safety net to depend on, it means I’m getting stronger, which is exactly what I need.
Because tomorrow, I’m entering the most dangerous place in the world.






  
  Chapter 24


The gates to the Keep of Earth have been locked and barred.  No one in and no one out.  What will happen when I must give up the Crown to him?  Roderic is losing it, too.  Maybe Gethin is right.  Maybe a cleansing is necessary.  
But the losses…~King Casimir, personal journals


“Well, you two look… not very betrothed.”  Lee is grinning as she sits on a tree branch overlooking our camp.  Cole and I both sit up almost at the same time.  From opposite sides of the camp. 
“It’s a farce,” Cole grumbles as he runs his hand through his thick, black hair.  All of us have been on the road for too long for us to look pretty, but Cole has managed to do it.  Even after sleeping on the ground, his backpack as his pillow with the leaves and sticks as his bed, his hair looks as soft and regal as ever.  His eyes, on the other hand, are bloodshot, and he’s slumped like the weight on his shoulders is already overwhelming.
Darian tosses Cole a hunk of the dried boar and then one to me.  Our breakfast.  “I don’t know if it’s truly a farce,” he says.  “You did the ritual.  There’s no doubt about that.  Maeve stinks almost as bad as you do.”  The grin on his face tells me he’s only partly serious about the way I smell.  I know that it’s not an actual scent as much as a magical one.
“Why can’t I smell it?” I ask.
Darian’s eyebrow arches as his lip curls up.  “Because no one can smell themselves.  Just like you didn’t know that you smelled like a goat when you showed up at Aerwyn.  At least you smelled better than Cole.”
Cole rolls his eyes and stands up.  “I have to go water a bush,” he says, a look of annoyance that rivals his most intense from the past, and I wonder if he had as much trouble sleeping as I did.
Last night was confusing and intense.  Between the way I’d felt for Cole in those few moments during the ritual and the mix of terror and lust I’d felt for the Shade almost immediately afterward, my mind was racing late into the night.  
Lee jumps out of the tree, a set of eagle wings sprouting from her back mid-way through the fall, and she pulls up right before she hits the ground.  What would have been a nosedive into rocks leaves her landing lightly on her feet with a grin on her face.  “How do you feel?” she asks.
I shrug.  How do you explain the complicated emotions inside me?  There’s no trust between Cole and me.  I can’t even talk to Darian and Lee about the way I’m feeling about the Shade.  “I’ll be glad to sleep in a bed tonight.”
Lee’s grin is wide, but not as wide as Darian’s.  “I’m ready for some proper food.  I can’t wait to ask Katja for a bowl of fish stew.  Steaming hot over dumplings.”
Lee just rolls her eyes.  “You’ll have to excuse my brother.  His love affair with food is as legendary as the Shade.  Katja is our family’s cook, and I think Darian’s had a crush on her since he could walk.  Or at least on her food.”
“I like good food, and Katja makes the best,” he says as he picks up his pack.
Cole walks back into the camp then and rubs his cheek.  “We need to pretend like the betrothal is real now.  There’s no telling who’ll be watching as we get closer to Draenyth, and I’m sure that my father will know long before we reach the city gate that I’m betrothed.”
The seriousness of the statement ends any silliness.  “You said that it was going to annoy your father that you’re betrothed…?”
He gives me a grim look, nothing like the carefree smile he’d given me before.  “He’s going to be furious.  There will be… consequences, but you don’t have to worry about them.  He wouldn’t dare hurt my betrothed.”
The rest of the thought isn’t said.  He would hurt his son.  The question eats at me, and I can’t just brush it off as I have before.  Then I remember the burn scars on his back.  “Cole, why are you doing this?  You seemed almost excited to frustrate your father before, but now…”
He smiles, showing his teeth, and I can’t help but compare the look to a wild animal.  “If you think I’m afraid of my father, you’d be wrong.  I’m not a child anymore, and unless he’s going to challenge me to a formal combat, the most he can do is cause me pain.  He won’t fight me to the death.  I’m his only legacy, and I’m the only protection that he has from the House of Steel when they wear the Painted Crown.”
Darian and Lee glance at each other, not needing words to communicate.  Then Darian says, “We could have covered up her scent in other ways.  It’s not too late to break the betrothal.”
Cole shakes his head. He had made his decision back in Aerwyn.  “No, this is the right answer, Darian.  Whatever the consequences.”  He says it to Darian, but he’s really talking to me.  
Then he changes the subject.  “I’ll need to deal with my father as soon as we get to the gates, and I’ll need you and Lee to take care of Maeve until I meet up with you at our normal spot.”
He glances at Lee, who nods to him, and Darian hesitates for a moment before nodding his head as well.
“Good,” he says, and then he reaches for me.  “Maeve, we’re going to need to be… close when we’re together.  We need to make this seem very real.  Assume that we’re being watched from now on unless you’re in my quarters.”  He’s deathly serious as he continues, “Everything you do in Draenyth is going to be watched.”  
There goes any chance of practicing my magic.  I rub my mother’s ring and feel very nervous about my ability to keep from letting any shadows crop up.  Especially if Cole wants me to pretend to be his loving fiancée.
I nod to him.  “I’ll do my best.”
Cole tries to smile at us all, but it’s more cracked than ever before.  “I guess there’s no putting it off.  Let’s pack up camp and we’ll start walking to Draenyth.”
He raises his hand, and the coals of last night’s fire are extinguished in an instant.  I take a deep breath and let it out.  Yes, I guess it’s time for us to get going.  Calyr is somewhere in the city, and there’s no reason to sit in the woods when we’re this close.
Except that Draenyth is a city of nightmares, and it terrifies me.  I just hope I survive long enough to save Hazel.



      [image: image-placeholder]Cole’s standing so close to me I can barely focus on the massive steel topped stone walls that loom in front of us.  The heat of his body is like a furnace next to mine, and it washes over me in waves, reminding me far too much of last night.  With how close we’re standing, we keep brushing against each other, and each time we do, there are flashes of our betrothal ritual.
Flashes of being one with him.  Of feeling the world through his body.  Of seeing with his eyes.  Of wanting so much more than I ever have.
And that strange obsidian tower.
The world around the city of Draenyth is different from the rest of the walk.  It’s… civilized.  There’s an obvious effort to keep almost a thousand yards clear of any kind of brush or debris.  Even the grass has been cut down so low that no one could sneak up to the walls at night.
The road to the city gates is busier than any place I’ve ever been in my life.  It’s overwhelming to me after having lived n a place where we’d never had more than fifty people in one place.  The amount of movement has my hunter’s brain having trouble keeping track.  All those details and all that movement have me seeing a blur.  The sounds of wagons and people and animals are like thunder that won’t ever end.
And the smells… I can’t make out any of them.  There’s so many.  Even sitting around a fire with almost forty people, I could make out nearly every distinct scent.  But this?  This is like walking into a spice trader’s tent and trying to describe it.
Cole is silent as we walk, even though Darian and Lee keep up a steady conversation.  They just pretend like he’s not there.  I try to chat with them, to take my mind off the fact that I feel like I should run away and hide in a hole until I can concentrate on anything, but I can’t focus enough.  Underneath everything, that magical drumbeat inside me is pounding heavily.  My breath comes out even only because I force it.  Just being this close to Cole is making things difficult for me.
I never would have believed that leashing my desire for a man I don’t particularly enjoy would be a life or death issue.  More than that, I never would have believed that I’d have such a hard time doing it.
The gate to the city is open wide, and travelers, merchants, and every type of Fae walk through it without questions or hesitations.  None of them are humans, though.  So many different creatures.  Wings, tails, fur, and claws are the image that I see as we walk toward the crowd at the gate.  I’m so thankful that I spent that time in Aerwyn.  It’s almost like Cole knew what he was doing or had a plan.
It's something from a nightmare.  Everything that has terrified me of the Fae is standing in front of me.  If I hadn’t been to Aerwyn and gotten used to the idea that not every Fae wants to eat me, I would have run as fast as I could.
“There really aren’t any humans?” I ask.
Finally, Cole turns to me.  “There are some humans in Draenyth, but almost none that you’d want to trade places with.  Remember this, Maeve.  You are not a human.  You are a Wyrdling, and that’s a far cry from a human.  Even if your powers are minimal, you have rights here.  Humans do not.”
Darian turns to me, just as seriously as Cole, “But that doesn’t mean you’re safe.  Don’t go running around without one of us.  You may smell like Cole, but there are many people who absolutely hate Cole and his father, and they’d do anything they could to hurt his betrothed.  Laws here are… complicated.  It’s better to trust one of us to keep you safe than it is to trust the law to do so.”
I nod again.
Just like so many times before, I have to trust Cole and his friends even though they have so many secrets.  But I’m standing within sight of Skycrest, the home of Calyr.  I’m so close to the place I need to get to.  The mountain rises so high that it’s almost hard to believe it’s real.
Cole has his reasons for protecting me, and while I’m not entirely sure I believe him, I know I wouldn’t have gotten this far without him.  The only genuine option I have is to continue to keep my own secrets, just like him, and use them if he ever tries to force me into anything.
Which only makes it more important for me to keep the shadows hidden in my fingertips under control.  He may know that I have some shadow magic, but he doesn’t know that I’ve learned to use it.
Then Cole stops, and his hands go to my waist.  Immediately, I want to pull away, but I don’t.  He holds me so lightly that it’s hard for my mind to believe that those are the same hands that did their best to crush me while he trained me with sticks.
“Kiss me,” he mouths, and that drum inside me rivals a thunderstorm.  He leans down, and I stand on my toes, moving toward the kiss that he demands.
Just as our lips touch, I hear, “Cole Cyrus,” from a voice coming from behind Cole.  “It’s been, what?  Fifteen years?”  Cole’s lips brush against mine for just a moment.  It’s so brief I barely feel them, but it’s enough that darkness leaks from my fingers.  
Cole whirls around, pushing me behind him and hiding whoever is addressing him from my view.  “Rhion.”  The word comes out almost like a slur, but not even one of anger.  Just one of such insignificance that he’s bored.
The name of the little boy from the story.  The Prince of Steel.  
I hide my hands in my pockets, hoping the thin trickles of shadows can’t be seen by anyone.  “Who do you have there?” Rhion’s voice asks, and I can feel Cole’s body stiffen in front of me.
“Why don’t you stop looking for gossip, Rhion,” Lee says from beside Cole.
“You look beautiful as always, Ainslee.  Maybe when my father receives the Painted Crown, I can request you as my personal slave.  I’m sure he’d give you to me.  They say that the House of Light Immortals are the best slaves.  You’d look gorgeous with a steel collar around your neck.  And nothing else on.”
Darian snarls from the other side of Cole.  “Try it.  I would love to see your body shredded and hanging from your father’s ramparts.”
Rhion pauses for a moment, and I can hear him sniffing the air, completely ignoring Darian’s comment.  “Oh… OH!  Cole Cyrus, you’re betrothed?  Or are you already wed?  To… I can’t quite make out a scent.  Is that a human?  Did Cole Cyrus, Prince of Flames, marry a human?  Your father’s going to burn you alive.  Again.”  He cackles.
I peek my head out from behind Cole, standing between him and Lee, and see Rhion.  A blonde Fae who’s wearing a brocade tunic and fluffy pants.  I’m almost certain that his clothes are made of literal gold, and there’s a dark steel sword at his hip, but it’s encrusted with jewels where Cole, Darian, and Lee’s weapons are all extremely functional.
He’s enormous.  A mountain of a Fae that towers over Cole by at least a foot.  Not slender at all, he’s covered in muscles and probably weighs nearly as much as all four of us put together.  The thought of physically fighting someone like that is terrifying.
He’s a handsome male with deep gray eyes that shine with laughter.  If I hadn’t heard that comment about Lee becoming his slave, I’d almost think he was someone I’d want to get to know.  Then the advice I’d heard in Blackgrove resonates in my mind.  Don’t let their prettiness get to you.  They’re cold-hearted bastards, and they’ll watch an entire village burn if it helps them get whatever they’re looking for.  
He is the Prince of Steel.  His father wants me dead as much as Cole’s, and it doesn’t seem like Cole and he are friends.  No matter how interesting or happy he seems, he’s the enemy.
Cole reaches out so fast I can barely see him move.  One moment, he was standing at ease.  The next, his hand is wrapped around Rhion’s throat.  Flames lick the edges of his fingers, and Rhion doesn’t move.
There’s not a single ounce of fear in his eyes as he says, “It won’t be long until the Painted Crown passes to my father, Cole.  Maybe it’d be best if you burned me right now.  Then again, we all know that the House of Steel would destroy the House of Flame in a war, and my father wouldn’t hesitate if you killed me.  Unlike you, the rest of your House is useless against us.  That’s the only reason we didn’t destroy the House of Flames along with the House of Earth.”
All those hundreds of noises around us are silent as two of the most powerful people in the world look like they’re about to murder each other.  The sights and sounds mean nothing as I watch Cole consider starting a literal war.
Cole growls, a wildness to him I’ve never seen before.  “The reason you didn’t fight us was because you’d never have been able to beat the House of Shadows.  You needed us.”
Rhion smiles.  “And now we don’t.”
The veins of Cole’s arms throb in time to his heartbeat as Lee and Darian look on silently, rage in both of their eyes.  Then Cole shoves Rhion.  “Enjoy your gossip.  It’s all you were ever good for, anyway.  Come on,” he says to Darian and Lee.
When Cole walks, I follow him, and Darian and Lee move in step behind me.  Through the steel rimmed gates made of unmarred stone, and into the city that is home to the most terrifying and powerful beings in the world.
I can feel Rhion’s gaze on our backs.  Every other person has treated Cole with the utmost respect.  Not because he demands it, but because he deserves it.  The people in Aerwyn worship him because of what he’s done for them.
Rhion doesn’t.  At all.  I may be constantly on the verge of annoyance at Cole and his grumpiness, but the anger that builds inside me is all directed at Rhion.  It only takes a few moments before I have to stop myself.
Why am I trying to protect Cole?  He’s one of the most powerful beings in the world and certainly needs no help from me.  But the very idea of someone laughing at him has my hackles raised, and I’m itching to take off my ring.
Then it occurs to me.  I will help you carry the weight.  A vow.  Not a debt, but a promise to him.  Something about Rhion weighs on him.  Something that my magic knows and I don’t.
I turn to glance behind us.  Rhion is still standing there, his eyes burning into Cole’s back.  I know that this isn’t the last time I see that male.






  
  Chapter 25


We have bound a race to each of the anchors to help each Great House in ways that no others can.  Flames will have the salamanders.  Stone will have the gargoyles.  
Darkness will have the sylphs.  
Steel will have the dwarves.~Inni the Destroyer, A History of Magic and Dragons


After our very intense greeting at the city gates, we’re mostly silent as we walk through the city towards some place that I don’t know.  I look around as we walk, taking in my first proper city, and being both in awe and terror with every step. 
It’s crowded.  More than I think I ever expected.  More than anyone could have ever explained.  People brush past us, literally touching us as we walk in opposite directions.  The sounds of chatter and steps are everywhere, so much worse than outside the gate.
At the same time, the city is incredible.  Buildings of all shapes and sizes, nearly all of which are built from the stone from the nearby mountains.  The cobblestones covering paths between the buildings match the stones they’re made of, rust colored with flecks of black in them.
A central pathway like a spoke leads deeper into the city while we pass street after street, each of them leading away from this main road.  At the end of the road we’re on, I can see what can only be described as a castle in the distance.
We walk in silence past the crowds.  They get out of the way as Cole leads us through.  He doesn’t slow down or wait for anyone.  They just… move.  I guess being the Prince of Flames has its benefits.  As we pass, many of them take a whiff of the air, and their eyes open wide.  He was right.  Again.  Based on how they all react, this will be the biggest news on everyone’s lips by the end of the day.
And it’s entirely purposeful.  Who knew that the best plan to hide my real purpose was to draw attention to me?  I hadn’t expected so many people to know who Cole was, but I guess that was naïve of me.  He’s a prince.  Of course, people would talk if he were betrothed.
We pass building after building.  More Fae than I can count watch us as we pass them.  Well, they watch Cole and ignore the rest of us.  Cole just walks without a care in the world.  Silent, with eyes forward, just like every day on the walk from Blackgrove here.
And then things change.  As we pass an alleyway, he sidesteps into the shadows between the two buildings, and the three of us follow him.  Cole lifts his hand, and smoke rises, covering the entrance completely.
I’m not entirely sure what is happening, but Cole, Darian, and Lee all seem to be used to this.  For a moment, I want to just rest here, to enjoy some silent darkness.  My nerves feel like they’re shredded from all the constant stimulation from the crowds, but in the alleyway's solitude, I feel like I can breathe again.  At the same time, I’m beginning to accept that my desire to have a period of adjustment doesn’t matter at all.
Cole whispers so intensely that no one even thinks about interrupting him.  “I’m going to go down to the other end of this alleyway and head to the Keep.  You three keep your heads down and stay far away until sundown.  When you see the sky turn red, you’ll be safe to come to the Keep, and I’ll introduce you to my father, Maeve.  Darian and Lee, you two can go straight to your rooms.”
Darian and Lee nod, and I take a deep breath before nodding as well.  “Remember, you still smell like me, Maeve.  People will know that you’re connected to me if you let them get close.  Don’t get into trouble.”
He doesn’t wait for us to even nod before turning and running down the alleyway to the street on the opposite side.
Darian sighs.  “Well, what are we supposed to do for the next few hours?”
“Shopping,” Lee responds instantly.
That’s a confusing response since we’re supposed to be keeping our heads down.  “Shouldn’t we find an inn and just sit in a room?”
Darian shakes his head.  “We could do that, but who wants to just sit around when we could go shopping instead?  Come on, Maeve, we’ve been out of the city for so long.  I’m thinking we hit the slums where no one knows Cole and we don’t need to worry about any run-ins with the House of Steel.  Maybe the Sickle District?”
Shopping in the slums of Draenyth.  What could go wrong?  “Do you really think that’s a good idea?  Or are you just wanting to shop?”
Lee chuckles.  “It’ll be fine.  We’re with you, and there’s no way that the Immortals in the Sickle District could do anything to me and Darian.  Just don’t stray because it’s still dangerous.”
That does not make me feel any better, but what else am I supposed to do?  “Fine.  Please do not leave me to be eaten by a thousand Fae.”
Darian grins.  “On that note… maybe you should stop saying Fae.  That’s a human thing.  We call ourselves Immortals to distinguish us from humans.  You should probably do the same thing.”
I take a deep breath.  I’m not in my old world anymore.  Everything is different now.  Even the names of things.  “Okay, take me shopping.  Help me embrace my new Immortal world.”
Lee grins at me, and then we’re off.  To explore a city I never really expected to see.



      [image: image-placeholder]The Sickle District market is nothing like what I’d expected.  I’d thought it would be like Blackgrove’s spring markets when traders would come and sell a few bolts of cloth or during the harvests when the farmers would sell their specialty plants.  Herbs and fruits and jams.  This is… very different.
Hundreds of Immortals walk multiple streets worth of small tents.  The sun shines down harshly on the paved ground. The sound of hundreds of merchants hawking their wares blends with the scent of sweaty bodies as I experience a true market for the first time.  Fruits and sweets and nuts.  Nearly any kind of food I could ever want, and many that I’m terrified of touching.  Toys and clothes and tools.  There’s someone selling swords.  Another Immortal with horns and a tail and glasses that’s selling books.
And everywhere, they’re yelling to get our attention.  I’d thought walking down the street was hard.  
“Come on, Maeve,” Darian says.  “They have chocolates.”  Chocolates?
Lee’s excitement is in full force, and she looks like she’s about to vibrate out of her body when she sees what Darian’s looking at.  “Oh, these are the good ones.  Spiced with orange pieces.”
I’m struggling to care about any kinds of food until Lee hands me three small, dark brown balls.  “Spiced orange truffles,” she says as she shoves one of hers into her mouth with a grin.
I shrug, not knowing what any of that is.  I put one into my mouth, and… I don’t know how to explain it.  Smooth, crunchy, citrusy.  And chocolate.  Chocolate is amazing.  No merchants brought these to Blackgrove.  No one in my entire life had ever mentioned what chocolate was.
Now I know, and now I will eat this as often as it’s available.  I have a mouth full of chocolate truffle when Darian comes back, a big grin on his face. I should probably tell them thank you.  Or smile at them.  Or something.  I know I should do something.
But I’m enjoying my truffle, and they can wait.  The first one, I hadn’t known to be excited, so I’d just eaten the whole thing.  When I take a bite of the second one, I really experience it.  The thick and luxurious outer chocolate and the smooth silky liquid center that’s full of the citrus flavor.  It all melts in my mouth in the most exquisite way.
When I’m chewing the third and final one, I finally realize that Darian and Lee are both staring at me.  I try to say thank you, but my mouth’s too full, and it comes out garbled.  They both laugh at me, and I don’t blame them.
I’d been overwhelmed by all the noise and movement before this. The market and city had just been too much for a girl from the middle of nowhere, but these three little brown balls have somehow, miraculously made things just a little better.  
When I finish chewing, I say, “Are these magic?”
Darian laughs outright, and Lee chuckles before saying, “No, they’re just chocolates.  Tasty treats.”
“Well… they’re good.  Really good.  Superb.  We should get some for Cole.  Maybe if he had more chocolate, he wouldn’t snarl so often.”
That makes both of them laugh even harder.  “Come on,” Lee says.  “There’s a lot more to the Sickle District market than just truffles.”
“Yeah, they have bitterberry wine.  And…”
“There’s more to the Sickle District than food, Darian!  Have you ever considered that some people want to look at clothes and bags, too?”
“Please, do not force me to look at clothes with you.”
The twins bicker back and forth, and I walk behind them, glancing around me.  Now that the chocolate has magically taken away a little of my overstimulation, I’m starting to enjoy myself.  There really is a little bit of everything.  I stop at a stall where someone is selling knives while Darian and Lee try on different hats three stalls down.
“Nightforged steel.  The very best from the House of Flame,” a short and sturdy older Fae says from his seat.  Thick, long gray hair that he’s tied back into a braid and a beard that’s even thicker has me wondering what kind of Immortal he is.  I assume that’s not something you ask when you’re just making conversation.
“What’s the difference between Nightforged steel and normal steel?” I ask.
The Immortal arches an eyebrow.  “You’ve never heard of Nightforged steel?  It’s…”  He pauses for a moment and stands up.  His head reaches just below my shoulders, and he’s shaped almost like a barrel, but based on the way he holds himself, there’s a lot of muscle under that leather tunic.
He picks up one of the knives that he has on his table and holds it out to me.  It’s made of that same dark metal that Cole and the twins’ blades are made from.  So that’s what it’s called.  Dark metal that’s almost black covered in fold marks.  “Nightforged steel is the best steel made in Draenyth.  Heated by House of Flame High Fae for hours until every bit of impurity is burned out of it.  Held at the exact temperature before it would melt, everything else is gone.  Then, it’s folded a thousand times by House of Steel dwarves.  Nothing holds an edge like Nightforged steel.”
I take the blade he shows me and can’t believe how heavy it is.  I’d thought that maybe it would be the same steel that Vesta’s knife had been, but there’s no way that they’re the same metal.  When I run my finger over the edge of the blade, I have to stop.  “Now that’s a sharp edge,” I say with a wince.  A single drop of blood runs down my thumb. 
“The best edges in Draenyth,” he says with a wide smile.
“Stop looking at weapons, Maeve.  We’re supposed to be having fun, not gearing up for war.”
I turn back to see Lee wearing an enormous hat that’s shaped like a flower.  And I see my first humans in Draenyth.  Cole had said that I wouldn’t want to trade places with any humans here, but I hadn’t understood.  I’d forgotten that Draenyth is a place from my nightmares.
A group of ten humans are standing stretched out on a platform.  Their hands are tied with leather to thick metal bars above their heads.  Their feet are chained to the top of the wooden platform they’re standing on.
Most of them are barely even alive, their bodies hanging slack from their bonds.  Their clothes are ripped and torn, and bruises pepper their body in black, purple, and green.  Blood coats what’s left of the rags they’re wearing, and none of them even have tears left to cry.
“Humans for any purpose.  Blood on demand.  Delicious, soft flesh.  A slave… for work or pleasure.  Ten copper per pound of flesh.”
We’re in a market, and they are selling humans by the pound.  Bile rises in my throat as I watch the Immortals move around them.  Those Immortals look at the “merchandise” like the villagers from Aerwyn looked at me, but that’s the point.  They’re being sold by the pound like a butcher would sell beef.
I stop, my eyes open wide as Immortals mill around them, sniffing their hair and assessing them.  The Immortal merchant isn’t any kind that I’m familiar with.  He stands at eye level to me and is covered in shaggy black fur that hangs from him and reminds me of tassels at the bottom of Aunt Prudence’s curtains, complete with beads tying the strands of fur together.  Long hooked claws extend past his fingertips, and while that’d look very wild and animalistic, the rest of his appearance makes him look strangely civilized.  Like if a wolf stood on two legs and wore a set of coattails.  His face reminds me of a very small bear, but his words are as clear as anything I’ve ever said.
He’s wearing similar clothes to Rhion’s.  Obviously expensive, but not made of gold.  Vibrant violets against dark and luscious greens.  He walks back and forth in front of the humans on the platform, his head only slightly higher than some of the taller Immortals, as he tries to draw the crowd’s attention.  Those long nails click together as he paces, and he gives the audience and passersby a wickedly toothy smile.
Click.  “Have you drunk directly from a human’s vein?  Have you enjoyed the taste of their fear as they beg for death?” 
Click.  “Have you tasted them cooked over a skewer as they scream?  The pain flavors the meat.  Human goes so well with a bit of bitterberry wine.”
My stomach twists in knots, and anger boils inside me.  I can’t ignore this.  I knew Draenyth was dangerous for humans, but I hadn’t expected this.  I hadn’t thought they’d be so brazen, so heartless and cruel.  An entire city that doesn’t care one bit if humans are slow-cooked over a fire.
Click.  I begin walking toward him, leaving Darian and Lee behind me as they bicker about Lee’s hat some more.  “Perfect slaves for toiling in your garden.  They’re used to being filthy.  No sense of hygiene.  Not any better than a pig.  But this pig will happily take care of your roses, and if they don’t, punishing him will be far more enjoyable than punishing a pig.”
I get closer to the humans and the flesh merchant.  When he raises his hands to click his claws together, I make out something that surprises me more than I’d ever have imagined.  A tiny tally mark on the underside of his wrist.  The only reason I see it is because it shimmers in the light, a darker than dark spot on the creature between the braided fur.
Click.  “Or maybe you’d prefer humans for bedroom activity.  Males and females for your pleasure, with no genuine desires of their own.  After you’re done, you can always have a little snack before you fall asleep.”
My fingers inch toward my ring.  My shadows could end that creature.  It could sweep through those leather bonds and free all of them in less time than it’d take for the creature to even recognize that something was happening.
I would have no problem using revulsion against him.  Against everything here.  The thought of this place even existing sickens me.  As my fingers wrap around the silver ring, a hand grips my shoulder.  Hard.
“Don’t you dare,” Darian whispers in my ear.  “All three of us would be dead in moments if you took off that ring.”
I turn to him, and I’m sure that the anger is obvious.  “They’re selling humans as food.  On the streets.  Do you see how they’ve been treated?  Did you hear what they want to do with them before they eat them?”
Lee grabs my arm, and when I try to hold my ground, she ignores it and drags me away from the humans.  All the way out of the market, I try to fight her.  Darian’s grinning, but Lee’s as serious as Cole is normally.  Once we’re out of the Sickle District and onto a side street that’s filled with hovels rather than shops, she stops.
“I am not a Princess, Maeve.  I don’t have the power to protect you from hundreds of Immortals.”  She looks down at my mother’s ring and grimaces.  “And that ring, along with your bond to Cole, is the only reason that no one has recognized that you’re from the House of Shadow.  Yes, we all know about that ring.”
“Everyone knows what that ring is, Maeve,” Darian says with a shrug.  “It’s just that it’s very good at hiding in plain sight.  No one looks at a ring like that and thinks, ‘Oh, I bet that’s a legendary House of Shadows artifact that was forged by Vyran the Black.’  Then again, not everyone knows how many contradictions you embody.”
My stomach sinks.  They knew about the ring.  What else do they know about?  It doesn’t matter.  There are ten people that are going to be tortured for the rest of their hopefully brief lives if we don’t do something.
I may not be able to save the world like Cole thinks I can.  I may not be strong enough to save the drakelings and help the Immortals to have children again.  I may not be strong enough for so many things, but this… I have to do something.  Those people are going to be tortured until they die.  Until they’re eaten.  I can’t just look away.  I can’t ignore them.  
“We need to save those people,” I say through gritted teeth.  “I don’t know how, but we need to.”
Darian and Lee glance at each other, and both of them grin at the same time.  Lee asks, “Do you want to do it the easy way or the hard way?  We could get Cole to buy out the slaves and then set them free.  Or we could… rescue them.”
“We wouldn’t need to involve Cole if we rescued them?”
Lee and Darian’s grins curl up even more.  “No, it’d probably be better if we didn’t involve him at all.  He’d think we were being stupid, which we probably are, but that doesn’t matter very much.  We’re good at being stupid.  And this way, Cole doesn’t need to worry about it at all.  We’ll just take care of it.”
They say it like it’s no big deal, but I remember the story they told me.  How they were stupid and Cole’s back will forever be scarred because of that stupidity.  I have a feeling that now that they’re all adults, the punishment would be far worse.
“That’d be easier, though.”
Darian shrugs.  “Maybe.  If Cole knows about the plan, then what happens if he has other things he cares about more?  What Cole doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”
Somehow, I have a feeling this is one of those times that I should want Cole around.  But Darian and Lee aren’t new to this world, and they seem confident in their ability to take care of me and still rescue the humans.
“Cole’s going to be furious, isn’t he?” I ask.
They both nod at the same time.  Then they echo each other.  “Without a doubt.”
But that only makes them grin even more.  What have I gotten us into?






  
  Chapter 26


The Thrones will pull each of the Houses.  Darkness will crave that which is hidden and will forget that which is right in front of them.  Fire will revel in destruction and only constant control will keep them from 
burning the world around them.~Inni the Destroyer, A History of Magic and Dragons


I walk across the platform, and the Immortals around me give me strange looks.  They’re probably wondering why someone who looks human and smells the way I do would consider buying human slaves.  I don’t want to even think about the things that they’re assuming I want with them.  I pretend to ignore them, but I’m intensely aware of how close I am to Immortals that would love nothing more than to  slowly roast me over a spit so my fear makes me taste better.
No different from these humans.  I could be right here.  If I hadn’t run into Cole, I could have ended up bound and being sold as food… or worse.  Blood runs over their bodies from where they’ve already been bitten.  I glance up at them and hope that they have enough energy left in them to escape when it’s time.  They’ll be on their own once they’re out of the city.
Darian walks around to the other side of the platform.  He stands back, using his powers of light to darken him even in the bright sunlight of the middle of the day.  Then he steps into the true shadows and is forgotten by the crowd of people who are transfixed on the humans.
An Immortal that looks half fish and half man reaches out and touches a woman with long black hair’s stomach.  The crystalline scales that cover its body from head to toe shimmer in the light, and as it runs clawed fingers over the woman’s skin, thin red lines appear, a stream of blood beginning to run from each razor cut.  The merchant whirls on him as he brings a claw to his mouth to taste the woman.  And the woman doesn’t make a sound.  She doesn’t even seem to realize that there are new wounds on her stomach.
“No touching the merchandise!” the merchant shouts.  “You touch it, you buy it!”  The shrieks are loud and are exactly what we need.  All the people on the platform and most of the people on the street turn to watch the merchant.
I move to the back of the platform where fewer people can see me and slip my mother’s ring off of my finger.  I close my eyes and think of the way it felt when the Shade touched me, when his fingers and magic touched me…
A scream erupts from the crowd, and I focus harder.  I need that drum to beat inside me.  More screams.  The platform shakes as people run.  Then there’s a very familiar shriek that could only come from a cat with wings, and I can’t help but smile.
The merchant shouts, and I open my eyes.  A gryphon even larger than the one Darian and I had tracked is standing in the street, and every Immortal’s eyes are on it.  It’s pawing the ground in front of it, and a mix of roars and shrieks leave that hooked beak.
It’s time, and when I glance over at where Darian was, he’s emerging from the shadows, no longer looking like himself.  He’s taller with long, black tinted nails, and I let the shadows pour from my fingertips down to the ground.  Praying that everyone ignores them and stays focused on Lee, our oversized gryphon, I pull those shadows up around Darian, transforming him into the Shade by giving him a cloak made of shadows that hides his face.  I hold those shadows in place, and when Darian speaks, it’s exactly like how the Shade sounds.
According to Darian, people with House of Steel bloodlines can alter their voices as well as their body, and while Darian and Lee aren’t the best warriors, they’re nearly unrivaled in their ability to manipulate their bodies even if House of Steel is their secondary set of abilities.
“I am calling in the debt,” he says slowly, just as I explained.
The merchant turns at the voice, fear in his eyes.  His nails click constantly, but the rest of his body stands stock still.  “Shade…”  He says the word slowly, as though he can’t believe it.
“I claim these humans as repayment of the debt.”
“That’s… that’s all?”  The merchant’s nearly shaking in fear, but there’s relief in his face.  And nervousness.  I just want him to hurry.  Lee will only be able to keep the crowd busy for a short time before people try to catch her.
There are already Immortals running for guards.  If anyone from the House of Flame gets here, they’ll kill her, and she’ll have no way to defend herself.
“Yes.  Release them.  Now.”  The words come out as a hiss, and the merchant doesn’t hesitate at all.  Quickly, he runs those claws through the leather thongs holding them stretched out, and while several of the humans fall, none of them stay down.  They look at Darian with terror in their eyes since even humans know who he’s supposed to look like.
The merchant digs in his pocket and pulls a long iron key from it, slim with barely any rust on it.  He slips it into a lock on each set of manacles, and then they snap open.  The humans are weak and obviously terrified, but they know that everyone here wants to eat or hurt them.  There’s nowhere to run.
When Darian moves, I slip the ring back on my finger and the shadows disappear.  Darian looks nothing like he had when I’d wrapped him in shadows.  Now, he looks just like a much larger version of the merchant.  Fur coating his body.  Long, thin nails.  A bear's face.  But he’s growing at an incredible pace, his arms extending an obscene amount, almost like wings.
He reaches around and picks up the humans, smashing them together against his chest.  They all look like they’re struggling as he lifts them into the air, his muscles straining even as he grows so large that he dwarfs the version of himself that fought Cole.
The platform creaks, and when he leaps into the air, the entire thing shatters, throwing me off.  I hit a tent to the side of the platform and roll into the shadows, praying that no one even thinks to look for me.
When I look up and see the massive feathered wings carrying Darian high over the city and a gryphon following him, I know there’s no way that anyone’s thinking about the strange human hidden in a corner.
But then I hear one of the crowd say, “Do you smell shadows?  Has the Shade been here?”  It’s been less than two minutes since I took off my ring, and already people can smell my shadows.
Which means it’s time for me to get out of here.
“What.  Are.  You.  Doing?” a voice hisses from behind me.
I whirl around to see Cole standing beside the destroyed platform.  The merchant is screaming at anyone who will listen behind him, and everyone in the market is staring up at the creatures flying over the city.
“Cole… I…”  He doesn’t let me say anything.  He just takes the two steps toward me and grabs me by the wrist.  Hauling me up beside him, he ignores the scene of chaos around us and pulls me out of the market.  Instead of going the way Darian and Lee had taken me to make our plan, Cole takes me deeper into the city.
I can feel the anger inside him.  Our souls are bound, regardless of the fact that this betrothal is a farce.  When he touches me, it’s like that moment by the river all over again.  Not as intense, but just as real.  His emotions are powerful right now, and the anger inside him batters my mind.
When we’re only a few steps away from an enormous castle made entirely of red marble streaked with gold, he stops.  A forty-foot-tall wall rises into the air even inside the city, ringing the building.  The castle I’d seen when we’d entered Draenyth.  Looking up, I can see guards patrolling the top of the ramparts beside catapults, trebuchets, and ballistas that are already loaded.
Cole pulls me into a building, a small clothing shop, and drags me to a back room where an older male and female sit.  One at a loom and the other hand-stitching two pieces of fabric together.
“I need the room,” he says quietly, and the two High Fae hurry out, not even bothering to put up their things.  I hear the door shut loudly, and then Cole speaks.
“You’re supposed to keep your head down.  I don’t know what kind of idiotic idea has you stealing property while pretending to be the Shade, but this has to be stupid even for you.”
I whirl around and glare at him.  “They were going to eat them, Cole.  That merchant was selling them to be eaten like cattle.  Except that you don’t beat cattle all the way to market.  No one tries to sell cattle by suggesting people torture the cow before it's slaughtered.  Even as a food source, it’s cruel and terrible.”
“That’s what happens here, Maeve.  Dozens of types of Fae feed on humans.  You know that.  Why wouldn’t there be a merchant selling them?”
I don’t have the words or logic for him.  “It’s wrong, Cole.  It has to be obvious, even to you, that it’s wrong.”
He turns around and begins pacing, and every muscle in his body looks tense.  “Maeve, that’s the way things are right now.  You knew that coming into Draenyth.  Didn’t you expect…”  He looks up at me.  “You really didn’t know, did you?  It’s not just humans that are hurt and abused here.  A single broken law could have a lesser Immortal living out the rest of their lives as a slave.  And other than the four Great Houses, anyone could end up collared and being abused for centuries or even millennia.  I’d rather be eaten than be tortured by my father for eternity.”
I blink.  “So you don’t agree with it?”
Cole nods.  “I don’t want humans or Immortals abused.  People that break the law should be punished, but it should be reasonable.  There are alternative food sources for all the Immortals, but just like the High Fae treat the Lesser Fae as lesser beings, the Lesser Fae treat humans and Wyrdlings like they’re food.  All of it’s wrong, Maeve, but that doesn’t mean we can just go steal those slaves in broad daylight.”
He's quiet, and I don’t dare try to push him.  I expect his hands to be alight with fire, but there’s none.  He turns to me.  “You’re lucky that Lee and Darian are so good with their House of Steel powers.  No one would ever suspect that the two people who perpetrated that theft were actually House of Light.  If they had, it’s very possible that Rhion would pinpoint them and get his wish to have them as his slaves.  Especially Lee.  Even I couldn’t prevent that.”
He sighs and sits down in the chair that the female was stitching in.  He runs his finger over the soft velvet that’s on the stitching board.  “They’ve always hidden their skills with House of Steel powers after that day with Rhion when we were children.  They’ll be safe, but…” he looks up at me, “Maeve, they’re one of my weaknesses, and today, you gave my enemies a chance to hurt me by hurting them.  I’m not afraid of someone trying to attack me.  Physically, magically, or politically.  I can handle that.  Don’t let them hurt Darian and Lee because… because I’ll have to let them get hurt.  I can’t turn away from my goals, but seeing them broken would… I don’t think I’d come back from it.  I don’t know if I’d survive it.”
It's silent in the room as I look at Cole and really see him.  He feels so invincible most of the time.  Like there’s nothing he couldn’t do.  He always has a solution to every problem, and he always seems to be right.  If it comes down to a fight, there’s no one I’d rather fight beside.
But his shoulders are slumping more than ever.  His face looks haggard, and every step seems exhausting to him.  Cole’s burning out, and this… This scared him.  He has more wounds than I know about.  Moments that hurt him like when he was a child, like when his father punished him for Darian and Lee’s mistake.  How many more stories could he tell like that?
“Why’d you bring me here, Cole?  Why’d you trust me with Darian and Lee?  With all the people in Aerwyn?  You know about my debts, but I’ve never proven that I’m trustworthy.  I’m just a dumb Wyrdling trying to get to Draenyth.  Now I’m here, and you’re still keeping me safe from everyone.  What is it you’re not telling me?  What do you know about me that I don’t know?”
He slowly shakes his head back and forth.  “You’re one of the few House of Shadow members left.  You’re powerful, Maeve.  Far more powerful than you could ever believe.  I know about the ring you wear, and I’ve seen the shadows leak from your fingers even while you’re wearing it.  You’re someone I want as an ally.  But you’re also a good person.  That drakeling and gryphon wouldn’t have taken to you as they had.  The villagers in Aerwyn all fell in love with you.  Now you’re saving humans.  You’re… I trust you more than most people.”
I blink, not entirely sure how to react to his declaration.  And the thought of me being powerful in his eyes?  Mind-blowing is what that is.  “Then why do you keep so many things hidden from me?”
“Because I have to.  I may want to trust you, but I can’t.  Maeve, I don’t live in a simple world.  I’m not working to make a village better or try to fix corruption.  I’m trying to save the world while everyone in this forsaken city is trying their best to break it even faster.  At any point, someone could catch you and torture you, and there’s no way I could trust you to keep from telling them everything.  And then there are the debts you owe to the Shade.
“I want you safe, Maeve.  I want you to accomplish your goals.  I want you to believe me enough that you listen to me.  At the same time, I can’t return that trust.  I’ve given you more information and secrets than I should so you’ll have faith in me.  There’s nothing else to really say about it.”
I sigh, and this time, it’s me that paces.  “How am I supposed to prove that I’m trustworthy?”
Cole shakes his head.  “This isn’t something you can force.”  He pauses for a moment, takes a breath, and says, “Believe me, do as I say, and I promise that you’ll meet with Calyr and you’ll get to ask him to heal your cousin.”
I cross my arms over my chest and look at the man that my soul is currently tied to.  “You’re really not going to tell me how I can prove myself to you?”
He just shakes his head.  I stare at him, waiting for an answer, but none comes.  He’s not bending on this, but I already trust him more than anyone since Vesta left.  “I believe you.  You’ve helped me get this far, and it’s not like I have a lot of options.  I’ll try not to get Darian and Lee in trouble anymore, but I want a promise from you.  A real one.”
He cocks an eyebrow.  Part of me thinks about the marks on my wrist and wonders if I should do something like that, but no, I don’t want that.  I’m not a Fae who needs a magical agreement.  I’ve felt Cole’s mind, and while I know there are more hidden pieces of him, I also know that he puts more weight on his responsibilities than anything else.  A human doesn’t need to resort to magical oaths.  They trust their instincts about a person’s nature, and I don’t think I’m wrong about Cole.  He won’t lie to me about this.
“I’ll trust you, but I want you to promise that when you fix the world, that you pay at least a little attention to the way humans are treated by Immortals.  They’re not cattle.  I can’t force you to follow through with your promise, but that’s just the way it is when you’re dealing with humans.  We don’t have magical oaths, and we don’t have marriages that will force you to be loyal.  We have to put our trust in each other’s honor.  So, Prince Cole Cyrus of the House of Flames, will you take care of the humans if I stop questioning you so often?”
He looks at me, a strange spark in his eye, and then he nods.  Slowly.  Solemnly.  “You can trust me to do what I can for humans, Maeve.  If you help me when I ask it.”
I put my hand out, as I’ve seen my Uncle Trevor do countless times, and I say, “Then shake on it.”
He chuckles, but he shakes my hand, anyway.  “Why create a ritual if the ritual doesn’t actually mean anything?”
“It means something to humans.  A bargain struck over a handshake is just as binding to many humans as a debt to the Shade.”  
Cole just chuckles, but then he gets a more serious look in his eye.  He looks past me at the wall behind me and runs his hand through his thick black hair.  “My father was gone when I got back to the Keep, but he’ll be there for dinner.  That means that instead of us two eating together, we’ll have to sit at his table and have a formal dinner with him.”
I blink.  The most formal dinners I’ve ever had were the few times that Uncle Trevor had made the mistake of letting me go to the annual Winter Solstice celebration in Blackgrove.  “I don’t have anything to wear.”
Cole chuckles.  “That’s fine.  We have a few hours before dinner.  We’ll need to clean up a bit before we’re allowed into any reputable shops, though.  I may be a prince, but there’s something about seamstresses that makes even me a little nervous.”
“It’s the needles,” I say with a smile, and for the first time since we got to Draenyth, I feel like maybe things will be okay.
Maybe my fears aren’t all going to come true.  Maybe I won’t be the next person standing on a slaver’s platform, ready to spend the rest of my brief life in torment.  Maybe, just maybe, I’ll do something less miserable.
He gives me a grin and takes my hand.  “Are you ready to learn to be engaged to the Prince of Flames?”
Instead of giving him an answer, I shrug, but the grin on my face tells him everything he needs to know.  Namely, that I have no idea what I’m doing, but I’m willing to try.  Who wouldn’t be?  I never dreamed that I’d be swept away by a prince, that I’d wear fancy dresses, or meet a king.  I might enjoy experiencing some niceties that go alongside the terror and dread of using magic and making bargains with people like the Shade and the Prince of Flames.  Maybe it’d be nice to enjoy something because of magic.  I could get used to that, actually.
Except that when I catch Cole’s gaze, there’s a haunted look in those eyes.






  
  Chapter 27


Brenna is gone.  Roderic is insane.  
Gethin is about to attack.  I have no options.~King Casimir, personal journals


My entire world is red marble laced with gold.  The castle inside of Draenyth that Cole had taken me to was, in fact, the Keep of Flames.  One of four Great House castles within the city gates.  The entire building is made from what looks like a single mountain-sized piece of red marble that was carved into hundreds of rooms. 
It is the residence of the entire court of the House of Flames.  Cole’s father, Casimir Cyrus, and all of his advisors live here, but because Casimir wears the Painted Crown, it’s also the location for all the important Immortal ceremonies and social events.
Steam rises from the water of the inset bath, and the scent of smokey bergamot and citrus fills the space.  A thin sheen of bath oil coats the top of the water, and I have to pinch myself to believe this is real.
A month ago, I had been part of the wealthiest family in Blackgrove, and I’d never even seen marble.  Now I’m in a castle made of it, about to step into a bath full of luxurious oils, and then I’m going to go shopping for a dress with a prince that will probably be worth more than every dress Hazel’s worn put together.
I’m not entirely sure I believe it.
I take a deep breath and start pulling off the clothes that I’ve lived in for weeks.  The long leather boots and thick linen pants.  The tunic that’s so full of dirt and grime that I’m sure it’d turn the water black.
When I get my underclothes off, the reality of how long it’s been since I changed clothes really hits me.  A full week and a half.  The road from Aerwyn here has been long, sweaty, and tiring in midsummer.
This bath is exactly what I need.  I take a step into the steaming water, and the heat washes through me.  I let that steaming water purge me of the pain of the nearly thousand miles I’ve walked in the past two months.  A thousand miles of blisters and aching toes and worn-out shoes.
Another step, the water coming up to my calves.  A thousand miles of aching legs.  Of chilly nights where my legs cramped.    
Another.  Another.  And then I sit down in the water, letting the heat seep into me.  I let it pull the stress from my body, something I didn’t imagine was possible.  The past two months have been exhausting in a way that no other time of my life can compare to.  Constant stress.  Constant worries and pain and general uncomfortableness.
Now, things are going to be better.  No more days of walking.  No more worrying about whether we’ll make it to Draenyth.  We’re here.  We made it.  I did an impossible thing.  I crossed the world and now I’m sitting in a bath in a castle.  Hazel would be so proud of me.
And jealous.  I can’t keep the smile off my face thinking about that.  She’s going to want to hear all about this part of the story when I get home.  All the beautiful things in the biggest city in the world.
The bath is massive.  Large enough that four or five people could sit comfortably in it at the same time.  I’m more than happy to be in it by myself, but the knowledge that Cole is in his own bathroom with only a door between us is at the forefront of my mind.  Thin swirls of shadows roll off my fingers.  
I take a deep breath and submerge my head, my tension and worries flowing away with the dirt and grime.  I run my fingers through my long brown hair, and I can feel it loosening up.  Muscles I didn’t even know were sore begin to relax.
I could get used to this.  The scent of that smokey bergamot and citrus is everywhere.  On me, in the water, and in the air.  It smells expensive and smells fancy.  It’s another reminder that I’m betrothed to a Fae prince.  A prince.  Me.  A Wyrdling that no one ever wanted to be around.  It really wasn’t that long ago that people gripped their iron nails when they saw me, hoping that their bit of iron would keep them safe from me.
How my world has changed in such a short time.
Just behind that chestnut door is an Immortal High Fae who has saved my life twice.  He’s the singular reason I’m still alive and not tied to some slave merchant’s stage to be sold by the pound.  This whole betrothal may all be so that I don’t die, and I may be a future tool for him to use to save the world.  But the betrothal is real, and everything inside me longs to be near him.  I can’t help but question what would happen if I stood up and walked into Cole’s bathing room.  Would he invite me into the water?  Would he invite me to join him in anything more than bathing?
I can’t help but imagine those muscular hands on my body, rubbing away the weariness as his lips press against my skin.  As he does the things I’ve fantasized about.  My mind flashes to our betrothal ceremony as it has so many times since then.  The way it’d felt to share his body.  The thought of pressing my body against his, of our minds and souls intermingling like that again.
When I come up for air, I wipe the water away from my face and let out the sigh that’s been building up inside me.  
“What do you need?” Cole’s deep voice echoes in the bathroom, and I whirl around, my arms tightening against my chest.
He’s there, a towel wrapped around his waist, his eyes downcast and not trying to look at me.  “I… I felt you call me.  Do you need something?”
There’s not an ounce of frustration or annoyance in his voice.  It’s just confusion and a lack of direction.  I look at him.  At those taut muscles that shift as he breathes, the scars that twist over his back and across his shoulders.  The way his hips seem to point the way toward…
“I didn’t call you,” I say, trying to put shock into my voice.  “I was just… thinking.”
He shrugs.  “I heard you call me, Maeve.  Not your voice.  I heard your soul.”
Damn it.  What am I supposed to say?  I can’t lie to him and say he’s making it up.  “I thought about you, but…”
How do I finish that thought?  I can’t tell him I was thinking about him running his hands and lips over my body.  The thought of him being in this bath with me is making the shadows creep out of my fingertips, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them.  No, I certainly can’t say that.
“That’s fine.  I’ll go back and dress in my room.”  He says it, but he’s waiting for me to respond.  To tell him yes.  Or no.  There’s only one reason I’d want him to stay here, and that’s for him to join me.  Without the towel.
“I think that would be for the best,” I say, but deep down, I know what I want.  
He nods, not saying anything, and he turns to leave.  I can’t look away from the sunburst scar across his shoulder.  Bright red forever.
His hand goes to the door handle, and he pauses.  Then I feel it.  The need that rolls through me.  Desperate need.  Not for sex.  Not for kisses or anything truly intimate.  Just the feel of my skin against his.  
That’s when I realize that it’s not my need any more than it was my terror on the night of our betrothal.  “Why?” I whisper.
“Because… I…”  He shakes his head, and then he’s gone, slipping through the door and into his own bathing room.  I don’t understand.  That desperate need had struck like lightning flashing through me, but it doesn’t leave immediately.  The afterglow of that feeling makes me want to crawl out of the bath and go to him, to fling myself at him and touch him from head to toe so he doesn’t have to feel this way.
Instead of doing that, I turn back around in the bath and stare ahead.  I’d felt so completely relaxed, like I’d found a moment of peace, but now, I just want to get clean so I can be done.  There’s nothing relaxing about the bath now because, deep down, I feel like I should be sharing it with my betrothed.  Even if we’re only connected like this to save my life.
Everything in me says that I should go to him, that I should crawl into the bath next to him and press my body against his.  I don’t know why he felt like he needed my touch so badly, but there’s no denying it.
I don’t move, though.  Vesta’s words roll through my head like thunder.  Emotions are the storms of humanity.  I need to embrace my Immortal side, not my humanity.  I should let cold logic steer this ship, not my betrothal bond.
It still tears at me.  Cole felt so desperate for my touch.  Why shouldn’t I go to him?  Because I’m not ready for what comes after that.  He told me before our betrothal that I should still be wary of him.  He said that I had to protect myself.
I try to regain some semblance of the willpower and strength I’ve had so far on this journey, but it’s difficult in the relaxing water.  We may have made it to Draenyth, but the journey isn’t done, and Hazel isn’t healed.  Soon, I’ll be able to relax, and maybe then I’ll invite Cole into a bath with me.  Until then, I have to keep my eyes ahead and focus on the reason that I left home not that long ago.
Cold and calculating.  I need to embrace the Fae blood inside me and ignore the emotions that race through me at the thought of that male.  I just don’t know if I’m strong enough to manage that.



      [image: image-placeholder]My traveling clothes feel strange on my clean body.  My hair’s tied back, but it’s still dripping wet.  When Cole walks into my room, he’s back to the stoic man that I’ve traveled with, not a glimmer of the vulnerability that he’d shown in the bath.
He’s not wearing the same traveling clothes he had on earlier.  Gone are the rough leather pants and linen tunic that hugged his body so tightly.  Now, he’s wearing a brocade tunic similar to Rhion’s, except instead of gold, it’s a red velvet that changes from orange to red depending on the light and angles.  He looks magnificent, like actual royalty, and I feel even less assured of my place here than I normally do.
Yet, when he walks toward me, he doesn’t stop a few steps away like normal.  No, the corner of his lip curls up, and I freeze as he puts his hand into my hair.  We’re inches away, his body’s warmth radiating through that narrow space between us.  His fingers spread through the brown strands of my hair, and his fingertips press against my scalp.  That drum inside me pounds so hard that I can’t tell quite how fast my heart is racing.  Goosebumps run down my spine at the unexpected and very welcome touch.  “Don’t move,” he whispers, that grin spreading across his face.
A warmth flows through me, barely any different from the bath, except this time, it’s radiating from his hand instead of water.  His face is inches away from mine, and he’s grinning down at me.  I drink in the sparkle in those ice-blue eyes, but neither of us says a word as he stands there for a few moments, his hand wrapped around my hair as though he were going to pull me in for a kiss.
Yet, he releases me without going through with it.  “Can’t try on new dresses with wet hair, Maeve.  I learned that when I was barely allowed in my father’s court.  Seamstresses are more terrifying than any king or queen because they’re all sadists, and you have to let them poke you with pins for hours.  So don’t piss them off by showing up with wet hair.”
I put my hand against the hair I’d tied back, and it’s dry.  Completely.  Like I wasn’t just soaking in a bath five minutes ago.  “That’s a nice trick,” I say, trying to recover from the overwhelming feelings coursing through me at his touch.  I curse myself as I try to regain some of that coldness I’d decided to embrace at the end of my bath.
This is going to be harder than I’d expected.
“You should see some of the other tricks I have up my sleeve,” he says and turns around to walk away.  I’m shocked at the changes in him in the last fifteen minutes since he walked out of my bathing room.
He takes a couple of steps and pauses, looking back at me.  “Are you coming?  We have to get you a dress, and sometimes that can take a while.”
Right.  A dress for a dinner with the King of the Fae.  The most powerful person in the entire world other than Calyr, who also happens to be Cole’s abusive father.
Yet, a part of me is excited.  Everything’s exciting about this place.  The market, while terrible and disgusting because of the slavery, was incredible because of everything else.  The city is dangerous and wonderful at the same time.  I’m sure that dinner with Cole’s father will be just as conflicting.
After dinner, though, I’m going to share a bed with Cole.  I don’t even know how that’s going to work.  When I follow him, I can’t help but think of the way he’d looked in just the towel.  Stripped nearly bare, in more than just his clothing.  He’d felt so… human.  The masks that he wears constantly were gone.  A handful of seconds of the Fae behind the masks, behind the titles and training.
I’d seen him when he was just a male who craved his betrothed, and there is absolutely nothing wrong with that.
We walk through what feels like miles of that same crimson marble flecked with gold.  This time, instead of silence, he points out places.  A library this way.  The servants’ quarters that way.  An art gallery above a stairwell.  I try to take it all in, to make mental notes of how to get places within the Keep of Flames.  It’s difficult, as most of the corridors and halls are so similar.  There’s barely any carpet or decorations.  Very few random paintings are on walls, and almost no vases sit on cabinets.  Other than the specifically placed objects far from the normally walked path, this castle is nearly bare.
It almost appears they couldn’t afford to furnish the castle, except that I know that’s not true.  Then it clicks.  How many young or untrained House of Flames High Fae walk these halls?  And how many times did someone walk on a rug and accidentally catch it on fire?  I bet they just got tired of replacing the furnishings.
And yet, there’s still so much to see.  It’s hard not to stop and appreciate the art and architecture.  I know they don’t matter as much from a functional perspective, but I’ve never been anywhere with this much beauty in it.  We should hurry to get to the dressmaker, but the only real paintings I’ve seen were the ones that Hazel made for me.
So I stop when one catches my attention.  A painting of a hawk rising from a fire, its wings aflame, adorns a wall.  “Who painted this?” I ask as I stare at the image.  The bird is flying with burned feathers away from the fire, but it’s obvious that the fire will eventually catch it.  The expression on the hawk is one of pure determination, though.
“I don’t know.”  His words are soft and rumbling behind me, and I expect his hands to be on my waist at any moment, but they never touch me.  “Why do you ask?”
There’s nowhere for the bird to turn, no place for the bird to hide, but the expression on the hawk’s face tells me that there’s no way he’ll give up.  “It reminds me of you.”
He’s quiet for a few moments, and then he takes my hand.  Softly, his fingers entwine in mine, and I look up at him as he steps forward.  A single question flows silently from him to me through that magic of our betrothal.  The bird or the fire?
I’d never even considered him as the fire even though… I guess anyone from the House of Flames would associate themselves with the fire rather than the bird.  But that just doesn’t fit Cole.
“Bird,” I whisper.
A smile crosses his face, and he nods.  “Let’s go get you a dress.  I’d like it if your clothes were as beautiful as you are.”
I blink.  Did Cole just compliment me?  I don’t know how to take that.  It’s so shocking, I let him drag me through the house silently.  All the while, I can feel Cole laughing at me.
This whole betrothal bond is going to be a lot more complicated than I’d expected.






  
  Chapter 28


Vyran and Calyr are certain.  Only Kasan hesitates.  
The hunters are too close.  We must act soon.~Inni the Destroyer, A History of Magic and Dragons


“Flames,” Cole says to the dressmaker’s wife, who looks over me, a tape measure in her hands.  We’re back in the same shop that Cole had dragged me to after our little fiasco in the market.  Except that this time, the dressmaker and his wife are not leaving.  The dressmaker’s business isn’t what I’d expected.  I’d thought we’d walk into a shop filled with dresses and gowns, and we’d pick one out.  Like picking out a good loaf of bread. 
I was wrong.  So wrong, in fact, that Cole nearly broke into that unending laughter like when I’d made a joke about Lee and Darian carrying us to Draenyth.  
I’m standing on a small platform and the dressmaker is looking at me like I’m a broken thing that needs fixing.  I don’t think I’ve ever felt quite as judged as I do right now.  Cole, the dressmaker, and his wife are staring at me, and all I’m wearing is my undertunic.
“She doesn’t smell like flames…” Lorcan, the male dressmaker, says, a brow raised.  “She doesn’t smell like anything, to be frighteningly honest, Lord Cole.”
He’s holding a needle in his teeth while his wife, Fiona, runs a tape measure over my body.  She’s not exactly nice about it, either.  Now I understand why Cole said that seamstresses terrify him.  Her hands move with deftness, but whenever I try to shift, she gives me this look that reminds me of Vesta when I’d done something incredibly stupid.
So I stand silently as the three of them decide what to do with me.  I don’t get any choices, and I don’t offer any opinions, but that’s probably for the best.  I don’t think I’ve ever even seen a dress that would be appropriate for the table of the King of the Fae.  
“Flames,” Cole repeats.  “She’s my betrothed, and I would like her dressed in flames.”
Lorcan’s brow arches even higher.  “I am yours to command, Lord Cole, but may I offer a suggestion?”
Cole gives a nearly imperceptible nod without looking away from me.  “Why not blend the other Great Houses into the dress?  Why not show a little bit of earth, steel, and shadow?  She is obviously not completely from the House of Flames, so if you dress her in your colors, she will be a possession, not an individual.”
Cole’s eyes roam over my body before he says, “That’s true.  I don’t want my father to think that I’m claiming her like a toy.  She’s… important to me, so letting her have something beyond myself in her dress is probably the right decision.”
Lorcan nods his head emphatically.  His hand moves to the thin white beard that looks like an icicle hanging from his chin, which matches the coldness I see in his eyes.  “That’s what I assumed, Lord Cole.  As soon as Fiona is done measuring, we’ll get to work spinning it.  I assume you have the spellstones?”
Cole pulls a small velvet purse from his belt and hands it to Lorcan.  “That should be more than enough.”
“Yes, Lord.  Without a doubt.”  The older High Fae doesn’t even look, but I can see him judging what’s inside the pouch by its weight.
Fiona stands up and says, “Come back in an hour, and we’ll make sure that it fits.”
Just like that, we’re done.  I wonder what spellstones are.  Even more, I wonder how anyone could create clothing in an hour that would be wearable to the King of the Fae’s dinner table.  One more instance of me being completely unprepared for the world I’m in.  But when I step off the platform, and Cole takes my arm in his, I feel calm again.
He looks down at me, a softness in those eyes that rivals the seriousness he’s had so many times before.  “Let’s get you dressed, and then I’ll give you a tour of my favorite parts of the city while we wait.”
A tour of the city?  How romantic.  And how very unlike Cole.  What’s going on with him?  What am I not understanding?  He seems so different.  The way he looks at me… the way his body moves to be close to me…
I don’t know, but never in my life have I been happier to have someone next to me.  Maybe this betrothal ritual did something more than I thought.


      [image: image-placeholder]The cobblestones that pave the city’s roads would have been dug up and sold in Blackgrove.  Smooth like river stones, bits of gold and crystal glitter from between the dark onyx.  Bright green grass springs up alongside the cobblestones, uniformly cut everywhere, as if by magic.  Which, in all reality, it might be.
There are shops everywhere, but unlike the market, no one is outside shouting to get our attention.  The buildings aren’t made of red marble, but they all host shades of red somewhere.  “Is this the House of Flame’s area or something?  Why does everyone have red on their buildings?”
Cole nods as we walk.  “This section of Draenyth depends on the House of Flame’s patronage.  Most of the shops this close to the Keep are wholly dependent on our house, and especially my father’s court, to stay in business.  Lorcan and Fiona have depended on my spellstones for five hundred years, and they’ve grown very wealthy because of them.”
I frown as he picks two fruits from a tree and hands one to me.  I’ve never seen this kind of fruit before.  It’s soft like a pear but shaped like an apple.  The skin seems thinner than even a pear and as soon as I rub my finger across it, the skin pulls away, revealing delicate white flesh.  “Dalen fruit,” he says.  “It’s grown solely within the House of Flame’s quadrant of Draenyth.  Nowhere else in the world.”
I take a bite, and Cole does too.  It’s subtle.  Initially, it feels like an under-ripe fruit—as if there’s not enough sugar in it.  As I chew, the flavor rolls over my tongue, bathing it in an odd taste.  It’s like a pear, but tangier.  All of it is so subtle, as if a very juicy potato had a faint fruity flavor.
“This is strange…” I say.
“Yes, but do you enjoy it?”
I don’t know.  “Maybe?”  I take another bite, and that strangely subtle, tangy pear flavor fills my mouth.  It’s starchy, and the sweetness grows, but the tang washes all of that away.  I take another bite, and I almost make a face.  “This is the strangest fruit ever.”
Cole grins and shrugs.  “It’s Fae fruit.  Of course it’s strange.”
As if that made any sense at all. “Come on,” he says.  “Let me show you the city how it should be seen.  From the sky.”  I don’t say anything as he pulls me back toward the Keep of Flames, and I struggle to keep up.  For the first time, Cole’s pace isn’t slow and steady.  It’s excited and antsy and almost erratic.
As soon as we’re inside the walls, he drags me up the stairs to the top of the ramparts where guards in vibrant red uniforms patrol, their eyes ever looking toward the skies rather than the ground.  They’re watching for warriors from the House of Steel on magical wings.  I expect them to all wear armor like Cole’s, with all the little curled pieces of steel riveted to it, but theirs are just simple red gambesons.  Not a touch of steel on any of it.
I don’t even have a chance to look around as Cole rushes past the guards, all of whom seem unperturbed by the prince wandering along the ramparts.  Then we get to a guardhouse at one of the corners, and Cole gives me a grin.  “Ready to fly?” he asks.
There’s a sparkle in his eyes that just feels so out of place, and I have to remind myself that he’s acting here.  He’s pretending to be betrothed to someone he utterly respects and wants to show off for.  Someone he trusts.  This isn’t real.
But when I nod, he puts his hands at my waist, and I can’t help the pure excitement that flows through me.  His hands are radiating heat, but it’s controlled.  Then he jumps, that vise-like grip holding me in places in front of him as pixie wings carry us to the top of the guard tower.  Seconds pass while we’re in the air, completely alone, with the wind as the only sound around us.
My hands tighten around his wrists, but I know that of all the fears I could have about Cole, the fear of him dropping me is not one of them.  That grip on my waist won’t fail any sooner than his sword would fail in combat.  I can feel all the emotions rolling through him, and none of them are doubt.  None of them get close to fear or nervousness.  It’s pure excitement and pride because he can feel my emotions too, and I’m not afraid either.
“I’m glad you’ve started to trust me,” he whispers.
That comment after our conversation only an hour ago?  “I’ve trusted your physical abilities for a long time.”
He smirks as he lands on the edge of the guardhouse roof.  The roof slopes down from a point at the center, the same glossy marble that everything’s made of shining in the sunlight.  The edge of the roof has been scored and scraped, almost like someone wanted to keep it from being slippery when wet.  
“Watch your footing,” Cole says softly.  “Falling from here would be… unpleasant.”
Cole turns around and lifts his feet as his pixie wings slowly lower him to a seated position on the edge of the roof, his legs hanging over it.
The wind whips around us because of how high up we are, and the thought of hanging my legs over the edge makes my stomach twist.  There’s nothing between us and the ground almost a hundred feet down.  No, I don’t think I’ll just hang my feet over the ledge.  Cole may feel comfortable with that, but he has wings.
I sit cross-legged, but I inch my way closer to him.  Something inside me wants the security of being close to Cole.  “Why’d you take me here?” I ask.
“Because it’s one of the safest places in the city.  No one can get here without being seen, at least not since the House of Shadows was forced into hiding.  We could have gone to a few different safe houses, but that’d be forcing you into a cramped space in a city you don’t know with a man you don’t trust.”
He says that last bit with more than a little venom.  “More than anything, I like the view.”  It’s almost like an afterthought, but the view is something spectacular.
His feet dangle like a child sitting in a chair that’s hundreds of feet too tall for him, but the tone is anything but childish.  Where he’d been excited and proud moments ago, it’s like everything’s faded from him, and he’s no different from when we were traveling.  Focused, calm, and anything but emotional.  If I didn’t know better, I’d expect there to be a fire in front of him to stare at with the way he’s talking.
“I knew that being in Draenyth wouldn’t be fun, Cole.  I’m not afraid of being uncomfortable.”
He just nods and continues to kick his feet, ignoring what I said.  “The city’s pretty when the sun’s low like this.”  I turn to look at the cityscape before us.  I… hadn’t known how large Draenyth was.  When we’d approached, the walls had looked like they spread out forever, but it’s hard to understand the true breadth of anything when you’re on the ground inside it.
Now I can see everything.  This really is the best way to see the city.  Following the curve of Skycrest, the city surrounds the mountain.  The city is built in a full circle around it.  Now I understand.  The Great Houses each control a quarter of the city.  Like a gradient that changes from the deep reds and oranges close to the Keep of Flames to dark browns and greens in the Keep at the edge of my visibility.  
It’s hard to believe that there’s anything as beautiful as Draenyth from this viewpoint.  Down on the ground there’s a mix of artistry and dirtiness, but from our bird's-eye view, you can’t see the slave markets or the anger in some of the Immortals’ eyes.  You don’t see the hunger or the distrust.  From Cole’s castle on high, there’s nothing about this city that’s anything but wondrous.
“It is,” I agree with him.  “But Cole, I saw it from the ground.”
Cole shrugs.  “It wasn’t meant to be like what it is now.  The dragons and the first High Fae didn’t make Draenyth to be like this.  That’s the kings’ fault.  That’s what happens when no one can force them to care about anything other than themselves.”
He frowns, but instead of anger, he just feels low.  His shoulders slump, and he tries to put on a smile, but it cracks.  “Things will get better.  I have to believe that.  My father and King Gethin from the House of Steel won’t always rule.  Eventually, a House of Shadow King or Queen will be found.  The House of Earth can’t be wiped out completely.  Someone will step in.  Eventually.”
The words he’s saying sound hopeful, but there’s so little hope in his eyes.  I say nothing.  Instead, we watch as the sun slowly falls.  Something feels different while we’re sitting quietly above the city I’ve been so terrified of for so long.  The two of us have sat next to a fire as the sun fell nearly every night for months now, and it’s never felt quite like this.
He’s just as quiet as normal, but there’s a heavier feel to it all.  Like he knows something’s coming, and he doesn’t want it to come.  There’s only one thing I can imagine would make him feel like that.  His father.
“We could always try to figure out a different plan,” I say softly.  “You could just hide me and sneak me in to see Calyr, and then you wouldn’t have to deal with your father’s anger.”
Cole chuckles and shakes his head, that gorgeous black hair flowing softly in the wind around us.  “No.  Maeve, getting to Calyr is going to be far more difficult than you expect.  Only the kings are allowed to visit him now.  He’s guarded night and day by both Houses’ troops.  Unless I wanted to go to war with both my father and the House of Steel, we’re going to have to find a good time, and that won’t happen overnight.  This is really the only safe answer.”
I do something that I don’t think he expects.  I reach out and put my hand on his arm.  My fingertips touch his bare skin, and the emotions roll through me.  Strength and confidence.  None of the despair I’d heard in his voice.
“Wha…”
“I have to control my emotions, Maeve.  All of them.  No highs.  No lows.  You need to understand that, too.  One day, you’ll need to use those shadows that threaten to leave your fingers constantly.  One day, you’ll need to fight with them, and if you don’t have a tight leash on them, you may not have the control or focus to win a battle.  That means you die, Maeve.  That means other people die.  The people you care the most about die.  Leash your damn emotions and don’t let them take control.”
He flexes his hand, and a flash of happiness bursts through at the same time that flames flicker to life in his palm.  I look from the flames to his eyes and see the despair still lingering there.  “You have to be happy even when you’re breaking if you’re going to fight,” I whisper.
He doesn’t respond, but I feel the undercurrent of emotions that rises to the surface when the fire goes out.  Fear.  The fear he’s felt for so long.  Not for himself.  No, it’s for Darian and Lee and who knows how many other people.
Only cold, unwavering control is acceptable to the Prince of Flames because anything else means that the ones he calls his weaknesses will die.  The ones he cares about more than himself are why he holds that leash over his emotions.
“Come on,” he says as he stands up.  “Lorcan and Fiona are probably ready for us.  Then you get to meet my father, and we make our betrothal public knowledge.”
That’s all he says.  Nothing about what’s going to happen when his father realizes that he’s betrothed to a Wyrdling with no power.  Nothing about the pain that he’s going to endure.
For the world he’s trying to build.
For his friends.
For me.
I don’t have words for him.  Instead, I just smile and nod, and when he wraps his hands around me, I do my best to leash the emotions inside me.  The fear and anger and compassion.  I tie them together with steel chains and push them to the back of my mind.  Tonight, I need to become just as cold as Cole is.






  
  Chapter 29


I’ll burn for this, but that’s a sacrifice I’ll make to keep my people safe.  The void already calls to me.  It won’t be long before I join my father, but first, I must protect my House, my people… and my son.~King Casimir, personal journals


I’ve seen Hazel and Aunt Prudence wear beautiful dresses.  Even some made of silk and exotic wools.  What I step into Lorcan and Fiona’s showing room wearing is nothing like that.  This one is something so stunning I couldn’t have dreamed it. 
It’s a modest dress that is pulled in tight against my chest with a corset top, but it turns into a flowing, airy gown made of sheer fabrics stacked on top of each other that… burn.  No, burn isn’t the right word.  As the light shifts over them, it looks like there’s a fire right below the top layer, but if you move the top layer, the fires look like they’re hidden under the next layer.
No matter what, the fabric always seems to barely hide a fire that threatens to swallow me alive.  Those fabrics flow from that beautiful bright red and orange mix into a shimmering silver along the hem of the dress, and instead of a fire, it looks almost metallic.  It’s like a chain wrapping around the bottom hem and holding the dress down over the flames.
The red picks up black in the sleeves until it looks like my shadows have been turned into cloth.
I feel like the most beautiful woman in the world for the first time in my life.  No, I couldn’t have imagined this dress, and the way it fits me is like it was made for me.  Which, I guess it was.  It’s more perfect than I could imagine.
When I see Cole’s face, he frowns just a little as he looks at the dress on me.  “The earth?”
“It didn’t work well.  And, Lord Cole, we wondered if that would be the right decision.  The House of Earth was always the one that your father disagreed with the most.  It might be best to respect that and not bring brown or green into his house.  Beyond that, while this looks like a House of Flames dress, it also doesn’t.”
Cole nods his head, walking around me, and it takes everything in me not to blush at the feelings that run through me at how close he’s inspecting me.  “As always,” he says to Lorcan, “you and your wife’s work is impeccable.  You earn every spellstone I pay you.”
“Thank you,” Lorcan says.  “We’re always happy to work with you.”  Fiona’s ever serious look breaks into the slightest of smiles at the compliment.
Cole gives me a nod and a nearly imperceptible grin.  “Well, there’s only one thing left to do.”
“Meet your father,” I whisper.  I’d felt so out of place before, but like a warrior putting his armor on, I feel better about it now.  I feel like I’m protected by this incredible dress, like it will hide the fact that I’m the last person who should sit at a king’s table.
Maybe it will.  Maybe this dress will be the reason that Cole doesn’t have to receive any kind of punishment from his father.  Maybe Cole’s father will even like me a little.
That thought almost makes me laugh, and when I slip my arm into Cole’s, it’s not fear or concern or even excitement that I feel.  It’s acceptance.  This is what we have to do, and we’re going to do it as best we can.


      [image: image-placeholder]When we step into the public area of the Keep of Flames, I’m surprised at the people we see.  I’d expected everyone to be High Fae.  I don’t know why I’d expected that, but it felt like the obvious thing.  I was wrong.  There’s not a single High Fae amongst the servants.  Not even the butler, a serpentine being with red and orange scales running the full length of his body, a long tail, and eyes that seem to look through me.  Everything about the being is just a little less human and a little more reptilian.  When he blinks, I see a second set of eyelids, just like a snake.
Wearing simple red robes, his appearance is confusing.  The scales shine in the candlelight and draw attention to him, yet the robes make him seem unassuming.  His silence is even louder because I can’t keep from looking at him.
“Nevan,” Cole says with a smile to the butler.  “It’s been a long time.”
“It has,” the butler says softly, the “s” sound even more serpentine than I’d expected.  “Your father has heard,” he says, pointedly looking at me.  “He is… furious.”  Again, the “s” sounds come out as a hiss.
Cole’s smile turns into a grim stubbornness.  “Then I will have to convince him of what a wonderful idea my betrothal is.  It’s time that the Cyrus household has a female in its midst.”
For only a moment, there’s a twinkle in Nevan’s eyes, but then it’s gone, back to the stoic butler.  “Dinner will be served soon.”
Cole nods to Nevan and walks me toward the dining room, which is far too large for the three of us.  I doubt it was built with only three people in mind.  How rarely did Cole and his father eat here unless there were other people as well?
Cole sits down in the chair next to the head of the table, and he motions to the seat next to him, putting himself between me and where his father would sit.  I do my best to sit down in the ornate wooden chair while wearing the formal dress.  The dark wood looks so similar to cherry, yet it seems smoother. Each chair been carved with pieces of dragons.  The armrests end in claws.  The backs have been shaped into a pair of folded up wings.  Flames adorn all of it.
The table matches the thirty chairs around it.  Above us is a chandelier that holds balls of fire.  Not candles or oil lamps.  Just… balls of fire in glass dishes.
The same gold-streaked red marble makes up the floors, walls, and ceiling, but paintings have been hung from the walls, most of which have some sort of flame symbolism.  Like the image of the hawk, they almost all are made to look like the flames are hunting down and burning everything.  Especially the other Great Houses.
If Cole had been human, and I’d been meeting his father, I’d have wanted him to hold my hand, to show some bit of comfort, but not here.  Here, if he were to show me any softness, it’d be looked at as a weakness, and his father would have even more reason to be furious.
I try to situate myself to look stronger and more presentable.  More regal… if that’s even possible.  A tingle runs up my spine, and I stiffen.  I glance at Cole and try to be strong and cold.  I need to be as Fae as possible.
His father walks into the room then, and both of us look toward him.  The sound of his feet, covered in thick black boots, is booming with every step.  He’s wearing a bright red and gold long jacket.  A military coat.  Crimson fabric that’s been embroidered with golden flames and golden buttons.  His long, black hair is swept back and pulled into a tight braid.
His shaven face looks as youthful as Cole’s, and other than a few traces of gray in that long black hair, there’s not a single sign of age on him.  Except the way he looks at us.  That’s not the expression of a young man.  There’s too much hate and fury for a young man to be capable of.  
Across his exposed forehead, a crown has been painted or tattooed onto his skin.  Wrapping around, the colors of the crown seem to shimmer.  Where my dress looks like flames, but isn’t, the crown looks like… fire.  Pure, unfiltered fire that constantly burns across his forehead.  The Painted Crown.
“You’ve decided to waste your betrothal on a Wyrdling?” he says through gritted teeth.  His dark eyes seem to flare with every word, and he doesn’t even glance at me.  “Not just a Wyrdling.  A powerless one you’ll have to take care of for the rest of your life.  This is something so incredibly stupid I didn’t believe that even you would do.”
Cole gives him the same smile he gave me when he told me knew about my deals with the Shade.  That almost sadistic looking smile that holds no happiness whatsoever.  “This is Maeve Arden, father.  Maeve, this is my father, Casimir Cyrus, the current King of Draenyth and the world beyond, as well as the King of Flames.”
For the first time, Casimir turns to me, absolute rage in his eyes.  His face is as cold and emotionless as the marble his castle’s built of.  “Welcome to my home,” he hesitates, and then, without showing a single bit of the emotion I can hear in his voice, he finishes, “Maeve.”
It’s as cold a greeting as I’ve ever heard.  I think this might be worse than him being outwardly furious.  If he were spouting flames and throwing chairs, he would get some of that fury out of him.  Instead, it just builds.  There, behind his eyes, I can see the fury growing.
Servants, many of them looking like Nevan, bring food to us as we sit quietly and stare at each other.  I’ve never seen or smelled food that made my mouth water this much, but I don’t dare look at it, much less try to fill my plate.
Cole sits with that smile on his face while his father returns his gaze with a steady calmness.  Finally, Cole breaks the staring match and says, “I saw Rhion today.  He looks well.”
Casimir blinks and says nothing for a few moments.  “He is as he’s always been.  His father’s son and nothing more.  You, on the other hand, should be more.  Rhion has ridden his father’s coattails since he was born, never amounting to anything more than a pretty bird, always preening and convincing people to look at him.  You were born with so much power, and you’ve…”
He shakes his head, and Cole arches an eyebrow.  “Squandered it?” he asks, guessing at what the King was thinking.  “Father, I’ve done exactly what you wanted.  I’ve been ready to fight the House of Steel for more than a century.  Every one of them is afraid to duel me, and if it came to outright war, I would be ready and on the front lines.  That’s why you had me, isn’t it?  To have someone you could trust to protect you from King Gethin?  We don’t agree on things, so I’ve stayed away, but I’ve never been more than a two day’s flight from home just in case it came down to a fight, and I needed to do my duty for our House.”
“Do your duty?  Like you did during the Shattering?  When we struck down our enemies?  I hardly think you did your duty that day.”
I have to try very hard to stay silent to keep from drawing attention to myself after Casimir says that.  The room becomes deathly silent as they stare at each other again.  Then Cole moves, reaching for a roll, and it’s like I can breathe again.
“Father, I’ve never been quiet about the Shattering.  It is not my duty to ruin the world, and breaking two of the Great Houses is the worst thing that’s happened in the history of this world.  I was on the front line, just as you wanted.  The House of Shadows was broken by my hands while you sat in the Keep of Flames, your hands clean of it.”  He takes a bite of the roll as if he wasn’t staring down a man that looks like he wants to murder him.
Cole’s body looks more relaxed than I’ve ever seen him.  In the finery he’s wearing, he looks like an insolent prince, just like Rhion, but I can feel the tension rolling off him in waves.  His muscles are ready to spring.  The way he lounges in his chair is the perfect position to leap into action, and the tips of his right hand flicker with flames while they’re hidden below the table.
I don’t know what to do.  I’m sitting next to two of the most powerful people in the world, and they both seem like they’re on the verge of a fight.  The crunch of Cole’s teeth against the crispy outside of the roll sounds like it should echo in the room.
I do the thing that Wyrdlings are always so good at.  I’m awkward.  “Maybe this is the wrong time, but since you two seem like you’d know, how do you learn to use fire magic without singing all of your hair?  I’m guessing it doesn’t affect your skin, but hair is like clothes, isn’t it?  Or do some of the Immortals in the House of Flame just walk around with constantly singed beards and hair?”
Cole turns to me, a very confused look on his face, and blinks.  Casimir does a better job of hiding his confusion and annoyance, but the fire behind his eyes dies a little.  “Right, maybe I’m not explaining it very well,” I say.  “I mean, when you’re younger and learning.  You can’t feel your hair, so when you’re learning to use fire magic, I would think it would be very easy to accidentally set yourself on fire.  Or do you just make all the untrained Immortals cut their hair short?”
“They learn quickly not to burn themselves,” Casimir says.  “It’s necessary for anyone who wields fire magic to accept that pain is a part of the process, so frequent burns as children are normal and expected.”
When he turns back to Cole, the bonfire that was raging only moments before is barely more than smoldering now.  He turns to the food on the table and begins to fill his plate.  Cole does the same, and I take it as a sign that I will actually get to eat tonight.
As I put a little bit of everything on my plate, from jellied fruits to a bit of roasted turkey breast to fried bread to blood sausage, I say, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything as grand as the Keep of Flames.  I still can’t figure out how everything seems to be built out of a single piece of marble like this.  There aren’t any seams anywhere.  It’s just… all one piece.”
This time, Cole explains, “The House of Earth built each of the Keeps.  Their powers allowed them to create incredible architectural wonders, and most of the major landmarks in Draenyth were built by them.”
“Or the dragons before they left,” finishes Casimir.  “No one can deny that the House of Earth was good at building, but they were infuriating to work with.  When they held the Painted Crown, it constantly felt like the rest of the High Fae’s concerns were ignored.”  I’m not entirely sure why he’s going off on this tangent.  
“Maybe it’s because they were so stubborn about letting anyone breed with their house.  They held themselves on a pedestal, as though the other Great Houses were less than them.  I’ve held it for nearly two hundred years, and I've spent that time doing my best for all the High Fae.  Not just my house.”
Cole’s eyes open wide in disbelief.  “Are you serious, father?  You really think that you’ve spent your reign working for all of the High Fae?  How?  The House of Earth and Shadows are gone.  It was during your reign that half of the Great Houses were destroyed.  By you.”
Damn it, Cole.  I’d almost had him calmed down, and now you have to pick a fight with him?  Casimir glowers at his son.  “I’m looking long term.  I’m not so short-sighted to be worried about a few thousand Immortals.  The House of Shadows held the secrets of the world, and they refused to allow us to know what they had found.  The House of Earth held itself away from the rest of us.  Their bloodlines were the only ones unaltered from the time of the dragons.  You know how hard they pushed to remain pure without a drop of any other house or race.  They both had to be stopped.”
Cole smiles at his father and says, “Of course.  You destroyed them because of what they’d done.  Not at all because you hated sharing the Painted Crown with three people instead of one.”  He ends the comment with a smirk and then picks up one of the jellied fruits and tosses it into his mouth.
This isn’t going to end well.  It just can’t.  Those two are too powerful.  Too full of confidence that they’re right.  Too… emotional.
For people that are supposed to be as cold as possible, they’re doing a terrible job at showing that.  Then again, I don’t think there’s anything in the world that makes either of them as furious as the other one.
Then I see the look in King Casimir’s eyes.  While there’s been rage simmering since he walked into this room, it’s no longer simmering.  What I’d thought of as a bonfire before has turned into an inferno.
Cole sees it just as clearly as I do, and when Casimir raises his hand, Cole stands up.  An explosion of fire rips through through the air, directly toward my head, but Cole reaches out… and catches it.
“If you do that again,” Cole says, very slowly and evenly as he snuffs out the fire he’s holding, “I will walk away from this court forever, and you will have to protect yourself against the House of Steel.  If a single hair on my betrothed is harmed, I will abandon my family name and duties, and you will be left alone to deal with King Gethin.  If history repeats itself, which I would be surprised if it doesn’t, then this entire House will be gone long before Gethin ever considers giving up the Painted Crown.”
When Casimir leaps to his feet, his hands are wreathed in flames.  I should be afraid of those hands, but it’s his eyes that terrify me.  Pure, unadulterated anger lies there.  Every bit is turned toward me.
“Go to my chambers,” Cole says softly.  “Now.”
I scoot back from my chair and walk backward until I get to the door, not wanting to give the most dangerous predator in the world my back.  As soon as I leave the dining hall, an explosion fills the air, and I can feel Cole’s pain rocket through me.  My chest is burning.  Pure anguish fills me as it radiates down my arms.
I scream, and a pair of scaled hands wrap around my waist when I fall to the ground right outside the dining hall.  “Let me take you to Master Cole’s chambers.  You’ll be safe there,” the serpentine voice whispers in my ear.
I turn and see the kind face of Nevan as more agony shoots through me, this time starting from my chest and moving across my shoulders.  “The betrothal bond is powerful,” Nevan whispers, “but distance will help.  Do not worry about Master Cole.  He is… strong.”
How could anyone be strong enough for this?  I look down at my chest, and there’s nothing wrong.  My chest feels like it’s been burned beyond repair.  It’s like I’ve been shoved into a fire and held there, my chest pressed against the embers.
My shoulders hurt nearly as badly, but Nevan’s right.  As we increase the distance between me and Cole, the pain fades until I can feel where his father is hurting him, but it’s not exactly pain.  Nevan looks down at me as he sets me into a chair and says, “Master Cole will need… help.  Would you like to be the one to do this?  Or would you prefer me to?”
I look up at Nevan and see the concern in those slitted eyes.  “Can I do it?  Or will I hurt more than help him?”
Nevan slowly shrugs.  “I don’t know you, Lady.  If Master Cole trusts you enough to make you his betrothed, I assume you are important to him.  I can explain how to care for him when his father is done.”
I nod to Nevan, not entirely sure that I’m capable of helping Cole.  Especially with how bad I know the wounds are going to be.  I’d thought I was strong, and I was for a human.  I hadn’t known what real strength was, though.  The memory of that pain is fading, but when I look down and don’t see charred flesh, I’m still surprised.
“I’ll take care of him,” I whisper.  “Just tell me what to do.”
Cole knew that this was going to happen.  That’s why he wouldn’t let me calm the situation down.  He had pushed the conflict with his father so that he would know exactly when and where it would happen.  If he’d left it alone, if he’d let me brush things over with Casimir, we could have made it through the dinner without this.
Cole’s not here because he wants to be.  He’s here because we have plans, and he knows that he and his father will eventually come to blows.  He’d rather it happen now than at some worse time and place.
Another shock rips through me as Cole’s lower back is burned in a wide arc.  Another and another.  Like lashes made of flame.  Tears fall as I understand exactly what Cole is going through.
Nevan steps out of the room and comes back in almost immediately.  A crystal pitcher filled with a shining silver liquid rests on a tray alongside several cloth rags and an entire bag of clean linen bandages.  “Wipe the burns with this medicine.  Make sure that no clothes or anything is stuck in the burns, and afterward, wrap them in bandages.  This is not the first time that Master Cole has been burned like this, Lady.  He will know what to do as well, but do not let him try.  He will miss spots, and that will keep him from healing correctly.  The liquid must be on all of him.  Miss nothing.”
I nod to Nevan, and he bows, but I stop him before he leaves the room.  “Nevan, was it awkward or strange the first time you helped Cole with his… punishments?  I’m a little nervous.”
“Why would it be awkward?  I’ve been tending to Master Cole’s punishments since he was in diapers.”  Each time he says an ‘s’, it comes out as a hiss, but I barely even notice it.  “I think he will be happy to have you tend to them, so there’s no reason to be nervous, Lady.”  He gives me another bow and walks out of the room, the door closing behind him.  Since he was in diapers.  This has been part of Cole’s life forever.  I take a deep breath as the tears flow freely.  More, smaller burns strike my upper arms.  Another across my chest.  I close my eyes and imagine Cole being wounded like this in that beautiful dining hall.  His father’s hands are ablaze as he screams at his son.  Or maybe he’s not screaming.  Maybe he’s done arguing with Cole and just wants him to suffer.  Maybe he’s smiling.
How is Cole not dead?  I want to run to him, to pull him away from the madman that is his father.  I could reach out with my shadows and kill Casimir.  I learned how to do it, and he’d never suspect me.
When I lift my hands, I know that there’s no possibility that I could create shadows right now.  No, right now, I don’t think I could do anything magical at all because I’m terrified that Cole won’t survive this.  No matter what Nevan says, I know how many burns are on Cole’s body.  I know how broken I’d be if I had experienced the same thing as him.
Then again, Nevan seems to have known Cole and his father for far longer than I have.  I try to relax.  Cole won’t need a crying fiancée sitting in his room when his father’s done torturing him.  He’ll need a strong woman who can care for his wounds.  One who isn’t afraid of her betrothed’s pain.
I take a deep breath and stand up.  Up against a corner of the room, next to a chest of drawers, is my spear and traveling pack.  I pick up the spear and run my thumb along the glyph, feeling the familiar texture of the yew wood.  I’ve done things that were impossible compared to anything that humans had ever seen.  I’m not human, though.  My mother was the Queen of Shadows.  I’m stronger than this place.
A sense of calm washes over me, and I finally survey the room that I was brought to.  Cole’s chambers.  The floors, walls, and ceiling are all made of that same red marble, but the furnishings of his chambers are drastically different.  The bed is a large four-poster one that’s far larger than I’ve ever seen before.  Made of a dark wood, it contrasts with the walls and floor.  The multiple chests of drawers are a matching dark wood.  All of it seems so simple compared to the dining room table.
For someone like Cole Cyrus, the Prince of Flames, this seems so minimalistic.  He could have opulence everywhere, like the rest of the Keep.  Instead, it’s just a handful of well-made pieces of furniture.  Against one wall is a bookshelf filled with leather-bound books, something I’m not used to seeing.
I take another deep breath and realize that this room smells like Cole.  Even though he’s been gone for many years, the scent of him was so strong that even now it’s on everything in the room.
That scent calls to me, even as my body is rocked by what should be pain but isn’t.  Even as I know that Cole’s being tortured by his father, I feel calmed while I’m here.  That spiced amber scent is everywhere, and something inside me says that I’m safer here than anywhere else in the world.
I put the spear back against the chest of drawers and settle into the high-backed chair to wait.  The shocks through my body come slower and weaker now.  Casimir is getting tired, and I prepare myself.  There’s clarity in me now.  I’d hoped that touching my spear would bring that sense of peace that I always find in the woods, but it just let me push past the shock enough to recognize Cole’s scent.
That gave me everything else.
Now I just need to steel myself against any kind of fear.  Because the man that walks through that door is going to be a broken thing compared to the one that walked into the dining hall with me.
But he’s my broken thing.  This time, it’ll be me that’s helping him.






  
  Chapter 30


Ruin will come.  Calyr is certain of this.  Ruin will come, but there are shades of ruin.  Will everything be burned away, or will it be a flame that purges the land and allows for new growth?  Death and pain are terrible, but they are necessary.~Inni the Destroyer, A History of Magic and Dragons


The door opens slowly, a dangerously soft breath comes from the other side of it.  I leap to my feet, and I move to the it, not sure what I expect to see. 
Whatever it was, it’s not this.
Cole is standing purely through the strength of spirit.  I put my hand out, but he shakes his head ever so slowly.  Then I see his arms.  Burned and blackened like so much of the rest of his body.  His tunic is gone, completely burned away.  His face is the only thing that’s untouched above his waist.
“It’s okay,” he whispers.  “I’ll be okay.  Can you fetch Nevan?”
The breath comes out wet and crackling, and everything inside me wants to reach out and touch him.  To run my fingers over his broken body and help him.
“Nevan thought I could help more than he could,” I whisper.  “He explained how.”
Cole’s eyes move to the pitcher of silver liquid and bandages, and he breathes a little harder.  “It’s okay.  I’ll take care of it.  Why don’t you crawl into bed so you don’t have to see this?  It’s not…”  His body tenses, and he inhales sharply.  “It’s not your problem.”
I steel my jaw.  “No,” I say.  It’s soft, but there’s not an ounce of give in it.  I move to the platter holding the supplies and dip a bit of cloth into the silver liquid.  It coats the linen and slowly drips back into the pitcher as I squeeze it.
I bring the rag to Cole, and I see the pain on his face for the first time.  Not the suffering of his wounds, it’s the grief of everything else.  That wasn’t an enemy in the dining hall.  It was his father.  I stand in front of the man that has saved me from everything, the one who stood in front of every danger that’s happened across our path.  I run the rag over his chest, starting at his neck.
A mix of pain and ecstasy runs over Cole’s face as the silver liquid coats his chest, filling in the gaps of peeling flesh.  As soon as the rag becomes a little dry, I dip it into the pitcher again.  Over and over again, I coat Cole’s chest and each time, the gasps of pain are less.
“You don’t know how much that helps,” he groans.  “And it feels… different.  When you do it, I mean.”
“Let me get your back,” I say, mostly ignoring his words and focusing on his body.  The body that was so beautiful but is now so broken and burned.  I walk around him and run the rag over his back.  The burn scars are barely noticeable under the new burns.
The edge of my finger brushes his skin, and in an instant, I’m transported to that strange mental landscape of fiery winds and razor-sharp glass.  Of a desert that nothing could survive.  Of an obsidian tower that had risen so tall into the sky.
I can’t help but notice that it’s changed.  There’s a crack that runs along the base.  The tower is still completely stable, but that tower won’t stand forever.  Eventually, something is going to give.  Something will knock that tower over if no one is there to stop it.
My finger moves away from his skin, and the image disappears.  Cole needs help more than I’d known.  He’s looked more and more worn down, but tonight was too much.  I don’t know what to do other than tend his wounds, though.  I make sure that every inch of his shoulders and back are covered in that silver liquid, and he groans again in relief.
That silver liquid seeps into everything, soaking into the wounds and giving them an oily sheen.  As I finish his upper back, Cole seems to breathe easier, even though his chest still barely moves.  That wet sound isn’t there anymore.
“Thank you,” he whispers.
I look down at him, my eyes hard and serious.  “You’re hurt because of me.  If I hadn’t needed help, your father wouldn’t have had a reason to do this.”
Cole laughs.  Not the full belly laugh from the day we thought he’d broken.  No, he couldn’t manage that right now.  Instead, it’s a soft chuckle, but his eyes are sparkling.  “My father’s furious regardless of what I do.  When Casimir Cyrus gets angry, he needs to find joy again.  He does that by hurting anyone and everyone around him.  He just knows that I can take it better than anyone else.  There’s a reason I haven’t been home in thirty years.”
Thirty years without seeing his father.  “I’m sorry.”
He tries to shake his head, but he winces.  “Don’t be sorry, Maeve.  Being sorry means that there’s someone to blame or some lack of control.”  The words come out stronger than I believed possible.  “No, we’re just not strong enough to fight back right now, Maeve.  For now, we just need to survive.  To do the things we can do.  Like find a way for you to see Calyr.  To help your cousin.”
As soon as the last inch of him is coated, I go to get the bandages and wrap his chest and back in them.  He smiles down at me.  “You might have missed your calling, Maeve.  You’re a much more tender healer than Nevan’s ever been.  Maybe it’s the skin versus scale issue, though.  They’re so scratchy.”
I arch my brow and chuckle.  “You’re just lucky that you have medicine like this.  Those injuries… they’d be a death sentence to a human.”
His next words are much more somber.  “They just leave scars for High Fae.  Trust me on that.”  The sparkle in those cold blue eyes dies a little at the thought, and I can only assume he’s talking about the time his father left those scars on him.  As a child.
“Well, you’re still lucky.”
He shakes his head.  “Luck has nothing to do with it.  If my skin was scarred any more, I’d probably lose some mobility, and my father’s sharpest weapon would become less effective.  That’s not something that he’s willing to allow, so he’ll give me medicine after these little ‘punishment’ sessions.  He’ll let me heal up before he does it again.  For now, we just stay out of his way, take our meals in my chambers, and try not to stir up too much trouble in Draenyth.”
The pointed look he gives me is a warning.  Today’s chaos can’t happen again.  I nod, and he sighs as I tie the last bandage into place.  When he walks, there’s far less stiffness to his gait, but when he looks at the bed, he hesitates.  I can only imagine how unpleasant it’ll be for him to lie in any position.  Even with the bandages and medicine and his Fae healing, those are horrific burns, and there won’t be any comfortable positions.
Then he says something completely stupid.  “Would you mind if I took a blanket when I lay down on the floor?”
When he lays down on the floor?  “What?”
The silence is deafening as he stares back at me, so I ask for a bit of clarification.  “Cole, why would you lay down on the floor?”  I say the words as calmly as possible, even though I really want to tell him to stop being stupid.
“I… I was planning on giving you the bed.”
I turn to look at the bed that five people could sleep comfortably in and then look back at him.  “No.  Get into bed.  If I need to build a pillow wall between us, I will.  You’re hurt, and I’ll hurt you more if you try to do that.”
He looks at me, and then he gives me his best grin.  “Yes, Mistress.”  The grin cracks as pain shoots through his back, and his hand moves to the bed to steady himself.
I don’t say anything as I watch him take a deep breath and slowly crawl into the bed, careful to stay on his hands and knees until he turns so that he can lie on his shoulder instead of his back.  His face contorts into a grimace.  His chest rises in soft panting breaths as he tries to maintain control.
I don’t know what comes over me, but I crawl into bed behind him.  I remember what it felt like to have those burns across my back.  There’s nothing I can do, but I want to comfort him.  I want him to know that he’s not alone this time.  I can’t heal him any faster.  I can’t do anything to help his physical wounds, but for the first time in Cole’s life, he’s not alone.  I’m here, and I won’t let him forget he can lean on me sometimes.
My hand moves to his neck, my nails softly caressing the unmarred skin.  Slowly tracing the thick muscles along his neck, I expect him to pull away, to want to be free of my touch.  I don’t know why as he’s never recoiled from me before, but my entire life, people have pulled away from me.
I feel like I know what to do.  Intuitively, I let the tips of my fingers move from his unburned skin up the nape of his neck until they run through his hair.  Cole lets out a soft sigh as my hand slides through that thick black hair.  My body presses against his.  My fingers explore his head and neck, slowly tracing the lines of muscle and bone.
His breathing deepens, and I’d swear that I can hear little moans of pleasure.  When my fingertips brush against the bandage over his shoulder, his moans become loud enough that I’m sure of them.
I want to touch more of him, to make him feel better, and as I try to shift, my dress keeps getting in the way.
Without turning around, Cole says, “Just take it off.  It’s not like I haven’t seen you in your underclothes already today.”
I blink.  The frustration at my dress shifts.  He wants me to lie next to him in my undertunic.  Nothing except a thin piece of linen between us.  
“Are you really going to sleep in that dress?” he continues, trying to persuade me.  “It’s gorgeous, but I doubt it’s comfortable at all.  Or, if you’d rather, you can always wear one of my tunics.  I’m sure it would be big enough to cover everything.”
Right.  Being absolutely covered in something that smells solely of him?  In his bed?  Next to him?  If I took off my ring, we’d drown in shadows with how fast and hard my heart’s racing.  “Fine,” I mutter.  There’s no way I’m wearing one of his tunics, but he’s right.  He’s seen me in my underclothes already.
His tunic would be something entirely different.
I climb off the bed and try to remove the dress.  It’s harder than I’d expected, and then Cole turns his head to look at me, a wicked grin on his face.  “I thought you were supposed to keep your emotions leashed,” I hiss.
That only makes his smile widen.  “Come here, Maeve.  How any woman takes one of those dresses off by themselves is beyond me.”
The corset ties are in the back, hidden behind another panel of fabric.  I’m going to have to lose a few pounds, or I’m going to rip the dress if I try to get it off by myself.  It just seems so intimate to let Cole undress me.
“Thank you,” I mutter as I move to his side of the bed.
“I’ll do whatever it takes to get you to touch me like that again.  You have no idea how good it feels.  Even better than the medicine.”
His fingers move deftly, as I had expected, pulling the strings that have me stuck in this silk prison.  In only a few moments, I feel the corset top loosen enough that I can breathe normally.  I take a deep breath and slip my arms out.  Then it’s off, and it’s like I’ve suddenly lost ten pounds, and I guess I have.  I sigh as I toss the dress to the floor.  And realize that my undertunic has ridden up nearly to my bottom.  I whirl around at the same time that I get it straightened out.
Cole’s grinning even wider now.  “Maybe I won’t touch you like that anymore,” I threaten.
“Would you believe me if I said that I’m sorry?”  The way his eyes roam over my body like a wolf eyeing a deer, I know that’s the most blatant lie he’s ever told me.
“Not for a minute.” I can’t help but smile, though.  I walk around the bed to get to my side, and then I see him barely shivering.  Of course.  He’s burned, and the medicine is cooling the fire in his skin.  Damn that man for not saying anything.
“You idiot,” I mutter, all other thoughts pushed out of my mind.  “Try not to hurt yourself while I get you under the covers.  This room’s going to get cold, and you’re just ignoring it.  You’re already shivering.”
He pauses for a moment, and the shivering gets worse.  “I didn’t want to bother you,” he says, and I can hear his teeth chattering.
Holding my tongue is a challenge in willpower because I want to rip into him, telling him just how stupid that comment was, but I remind myself that tonight has been terrible for him.  If there was ever a time that Cole Cyrus might actually break, it’d be tonight.
“It’s not a bother, Cole.  You’re injured, and I’m here to help you feel as good as you can.  Now, let me get this blanket on you.”  I pull it and really have to throw my body weight into it to get it out from under him.
I nearly fall over when it finally comes loose.  At first, I feel like a fool and expect Cole to be grinning at me as I right myself, but when I look at him, his entire body is shivering uncontrollably.
Damn that man and his stubbornness.  At least I was paying attention.  I pull the blanket over him and lie directly behind him, my warmth flowing to him, and I wish I had the power of flames.  Just a little heat would help keep him from being so miserable.
Cole needs warmth, and if there’s anything I can do to help him, I need to do it.
Which is why I pull off the undertunic and put it next to me on the bed before crawling in behind him.  My breasts press against the bandages along his back, and I can feel his body absorbing my heat.  My entire body presses against him as tightly as I can, willing myself to warm up and give him every bit of heat I can muster.  His chattering teeth slow and eventually stop, but his body doesn’t stop shivering.
My fingers go back to his arm, slowly running along his muscles, and he visibly relaxes as soon as my fingers touch his skin.  “You need to tell me if you need anything at all, Cole.  Do you understand me?”
His body’s still shaking, but when I press myself against him, he doesn’t cringe from the pain.  Even as my chest presses against his bandages.  Underneath that linen, he’s healing already, and I just have to do my best to help him make it through the night.  He needs to stay calm and relaxed, and more than anything, he needs to sleep.
My hand moves over his skin, dancing as lightly as a breeze.  As lightly as my shadows.  Cole’s eyes close, and I wrap my arm over his shoulder, feeling every muscle of his body pressed against mine, and my nails touch his cheek again.  This time, I don’t pull away, though.  His stubble is rough under my caress, and it rasps almost silently, but Cole lets out a soft moan, and I’m sure that I’m doing the right thing.
With how close we are, the betrothal bond is making everything feel strange, though.  Every second we’re this close, with our bodies touching this much, it’s impossible to ignore the way he feels under it.
My lips are inches away from his neck, and my breath comes out hot against it.  When I close my eyes, it’s hard to separate myself from the male I’m laying next to.  He’s so peaceful, even with the pain that still radiates through his body.  Somehow, he found peace in my touch.  He let me take care of him when he never lets anyone take care of him.
That’s what he was looking for today in the bath.  That’s what he’d wanted.  Not what I’d been imagining.  No, he’d known that tonight his father would do this, and for once in his life, he wanted someone to show him tenderness.  He needed someone to show him physical kindness so he didn’t break from his father’s cruelness.
My hand stops moving over his skin, and I wrap my arm over his body, glad to feel him not shivering anymore.  When I close my eyes, I stop trying to separate myself from Cole, enjoying the peace he’s found.  I made a vow to him to take some of the weight off his shoulders, and I feel like this is the first step.






  
  Interlude 3


14 years ago 
The sylph walks through the woods, the glamor over her making her look like an unusually tall, wispy woman with long auburn hair.  An appearance she believes a human family would find regal and authoritative.
In reality, she is air given life.  Her body is less a solid thing and more a tempest of silent wind.  Her steps are unnecessary as she weighs nothing and can float as easily as a feather, but they, along with everything else, are a part of the mask she wears.  No one can know what she is, especially her ward.
No one can know that an Immortal sylph is helping a young Wyrdling in a very forgettable village.  A servant of the House of Shadow, she went into hiding along with her mistress, the Queen of Shadows, during the Shattering.  Then her Queen gave birth to a daughter.
Now that daughter roams these woods, her pupil, and is nowhere to be found.  There’s a reason that the sylph had been trusted with the care of the Queen’s daughter, though.  She believes in her mistress with every bit of her soul.  She doesn’t need to know the Queen’s plan to know that she is trying to right the wrongs that were done to the world.
The sylph’s role is not to fix the world.  She is no hero or queen.  No, her only part is to train a young Wyrdling to claim a Throne and eventually wear the Painted Crown when the time comes.  Without allowing that Wyrdling to know of the power she wields.
The Forgotten Ring is the key to it all.  The reason Queen Brenna had to leave her only child alone with a human and the sylph.  There is only one ring, and the child would undoubtedly leak the scent of shadows as she aged.  The Queen could not help but leave a scent behind.  There was only one option.  The Queen had to leave the child in the sylph and her human father’s care.
The sylph has done her best to teach the young girl everything she needs to know about the world.  She needed to give the child hidden knowledge without explaining why she would need it.  How to keep her emotions leashed.  How to access the pieces of her that are stronger than humans.  Why she shouldn’t be near humans unless necessary.
More than anything, how she won’t win a fight if she has to confront an Immortal in battle.  It’s the best chance to connect her to the Shade when that time comes.  When her powers grow too strong for her to ignore them any longer.
Even at the young age of eight years old, the girl is already successfully hunting in the forests alone.  The sylph watches her constantly, never needing sleep or food, for the wind does not need nourishment or rest.
That’s why it is so strange that the sylph is not secretly at the girl’s side today, an invisible wind at her back, always ready to protect and guide her.  There has been a commotion in town.  Someone saw a harpy in the woods north of Blackgrove, and the sylph went to listen to the story, to decide if it was true or not.
There is only one reason for a harpy to be in this village.  The girl’s powers have been leaking through the ring, and they’re drawing the attention of the House of Steel’s hunters.
The story had been inconclusive, but it worries the sylph.  She can keep the wild animals from hurting the girl, but a harpy would be too much for her.  A harpy would know her as soon as she was close, and harpies are natural predators of sylphs.
The sylph would have to find the harpy and lead her away.  There is no other answer.  As she considers her possibilities, she follows the scent of her ward.  She notices, a passing thought, that the girl’s father is with her.  It’s a strange thing.  He rarely leaves the house these days, not seeming to have any interest in doing anything more than staring into the forest.
As unusual as it seems to the sylph, the Queen married the human.  A true wedding.  The Queen bound their souls forever, even though she knows the human will die long before she will.  It’s not the sylph’s place to judge the actions of her queen, but she does not agree with the pairing. 
He is good to the girl, though.  A model of kindness and strength for her to see.  Not once has the sylph seen him say anything negative about his wife, even though he hasn’t seen her in seven years.
As the sylph gets closer to the girl and her father, she smells it.  The unmistakable scent of sickened shadows on the wind.  Revulsion.  What has the girl seen?  What has she done?
The sylph leaps into the air, no longer worried about her glamor.  No longer worried about anything other than the safety of her ward.  Shedding her human appearance, she becomes the wind, and moves through the trees so fast that nothing can keep up, for the wind is everything and everywhere at once.
And the Sylph becomes the wind.  Flying faster than she’s ever flown before.  In seconds, she’s found the girl.  The scent of those sickened shadows is everywhere.  And in the center of it stands the girl, completely unharmed.  
She holds the spear that the sylph had made her, her thumb constantly brushing the glyph that she’d set to activate the power that had come directly from her ward.  The shadows had dissipated, but what had they taken with them?
What had the eight-year-old girl forced into the darkness?
Coming close to her, still nothing more than the wind, she whispers to the girl as she has done so many times in the past, “What happened?”
The girl knows her voice.  She trusted the voice on the wind as she climbed trees and raced through the forest.  She’s learned that the wind knew the world better than she did.  It had been one of the first things that the sylph had taught her.
“He was lying…” the girl mutters.  “He lied about my mom.  He told me she was…”  Tears run down her dirty face, but she doesn’t wipe them away.  She doesn’t do anything.  She only stares ahead at the forest that she’s spent so much of her life in with the sylph.
“He said she was Fae, and I was a Wyrdling,” she whispers.  “I… He’s gone.  Where’d he go?”  So much confusion.  So much pain on her face.  The sylph glances at the ground and sees the Forgotten Ring laying on the forest floor at the girl’s feet.
The sylph swirls around the girl, blocking out the sound and light of the world, a tempest that only this one girl would trust completely.  Grass and dirt billows around her, yet nothing touches her delicate skin, and the sylph whispers to her in a way that only the most powerful of sylphs can do.  Directly mind to mind.
There is a reason that this sylph was the Queen of Shadows’ handmaiden.  More than her loyalty and her cleverness, the Queen valued her strength.  Not to fight with, but to manipulate.  To whisper.  The sylph was one of the few who could whisper directly into someone’s mind just as only the strongest of the House of Shadows could move through the darkness.
“Pick up the ring, Maeve,” she whispers, not being light with her mind’s touch.  “Never take that ring off.  If you do, you will feel it calling to you.”
Without a second thought, the girl bends over and picks up the ring, slipping it over the ring finger of her right hand, and the sylph continues.  “Your father is missing, and I need you to hide.  I need you to sleep in trees.  You’re going to be sad, but you must be sad without speaking.  Without sound.  Sleep and cry, but do not make a sound, and do not touch the ground because the ground is not safe.”
The girl doesn’t hear the words.  They’re not sound as much as feelings, unexplainable knowing.  The tears fall down her cheeks, but she doesn’t respond.  “Maeve, do not be afraid.  Your father won’t come home, but you will be safe.  I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”
She lets out a soft sigh filled with soul-crushing sadness, and the sylph does not understand why this is not enough for her.  The sylph’s kind do not understand love.  Even less than High Fae, they do not understand the way a child feels for her parents.
The sylph believes the girl is crying because she is afraid.  The girl hasn’t even considered that she is in danger because the wind has always kept her safe.  Not her father.  The wind and her teacher have been there when things were scary.  Her father was there when it was time for hugs.  When she wanted a story or needed affection.  
But not when she needed saving.  Her father was not like the wind.  He was human, and the wind was so much more than that.  But she did not love the wind.  She would not cry for the wind.
“Go now,” the sylph whispers to her, and the girl runs.  Fleeing the scene of the most terrible thing that has ever happened to the girl.
The sylph waits.  With the scent of revulsion and shadows on the wind, there’s no doubt that any harpies in the area will be here soon.  The sylph must deal with them, but she isn’t sure how.  
She is a tutor, not a warrior, and sylphs were not meant for battle.  Yet, she can’t let the harpies find the girl, for they will kill her.
The best she can do is draw them away from this place.  With the strength of a storm, she pulls the wind to her, a storm without a cloud.  The scents of death and shadows follow her like hounds on the trail of a fox.  Where she turns, they turn, and she leads them to the very center of Blackgrove, a place that the harpies will be hesitant to go.
For it is illegal for Immortals to hunt humans outside of the region directly outside of Draenyth, and those harpies’ master will be furious if they attack humans without cause.  Even if it is in the search of shadows.  Instead, they will wait for as long as it takes.  They know that someone with shadow magic is here, and they won’t leave this area until their prey gives them a reason to.
As long as the girl never takes that ring off again, everything will be safe.  The harpies will feed on the wildlife.  The humans will be safe.  And the harpies won’t be able to tell who created those shadows that hang on the winds.
Everyone will be safe.  Except the girl’s human father.  It’s only now that the girl is away in the trees that the sylph realizes that her mistress, the Queen of Shadows, had just lost her husband, and the hole in her soul would never heal.
The sylph could not comprehend this, though.  She was not made to understand the emotions within High Fae, much less the feeling of loss left in a widow.  She knows her mistress is strong, though.
And there is nothing to be done about the human that had been so important to both her ward and the Queen of Shadows.
For now, all she can do is continue to fulfill her role as the girl’s protector and tutor.






  
  Chapter 31


The thrones will anchor the magic.  The Great Houses will be the conduit.  The Painted Crown will be the balance.~Sidon the Strong, A History of Magic and Dragons


I wake up screaming as fear clutches my chest.  I have no memory of the nightmare, but everything inside me begs to find the trees and hide there.  Don’t touch the ground.  My fingers itch for my spear, and I make sure that my mother’s ring is still firmly on my finger. 
I toss and turn, something thick weighing my body down.  A trap.  A net.
“Maeve!” a familiar voice shouts at me.  “Maeve!  What’s wrong?”
I try to dig out from the weight on my body, but I can’t.  I’m twisted up in it, trapped like an animal.  Then powerful hands grip my wrists, and I scream again.  Pure terror fills me.  I’m caught, and someone is going to hurt me.  To kill me.
But then I see him.  Cole.  He’s climbed on top of me.  His shirt is off, upper body covered in bandages that I put there.  His hair’s mussed, and there’s still sleep in his eyes, but the fierceness of battle is there, too.
“Maeve,” he says, pinning my arms to the bed on either side of me as he straddles my waist.  “You’re okay.  It was a nightmare.”
My breath’s coming out panting, but when I look up at him, I can feel my chest rising and falling slower.  Almost like he’s willing it to calm down.  Like my body is his to control.
And maybe it is.  “It’s okay,” he repeats.  “You’re safe.”
Words I can’t remember ever hearing.  Words that I doubt will ever be true.  But it’s enough to snap me out of the terror.  I give him a nervous nod.  It’s only then that I realize what had happened.  The blanket is pressed tight over my legs, a knot of fabric that I’ve caused from tossing and turning for who knows how long.
“I…”  I don’t know what to say.  I’ve had nightmares my entire life, and no one’s ever woken me up from one, much less like this.  Embarrassment would have crept into me, turning my cheeks a rosy pink, but Cole’s calm mind brushes against mine and keeps me from feeling anything else.
“That must have been a terrible one,” he says softly before releasing me.  “Do you want to talk about it?”  He’s sitting back on his legs, his weight resting on my thighs, and a shiver runs down my spine as I think about just how inappropriate I would have found this specific situation any other time in my life.
Especially since I’m completely naked.  Last night, he’d needed my warmth.  I pull the blanket up to cover my breasts, but I’m not ashamed.  Memories of the way he’d hurt for me last night flash through me.  He’d been in so much pain.  So much misery.  All to protect me.  He may say that he’d have been hurt like that regardless, but I don’t believe him.
My modesty is a small price to pay to give him any comfort after that.
My heart is still racing, though.  Cole’s weight on me and the look in his eyes has me wondering if there are shadows trailing from my fingertips, but I can’t look away from him.  “No.  I don’t remember any of my nightmares,” I say softly.
He puts his hands on his thighs and grins.  “You did an incredible job with the medicine last night.  Want to help me take off these bandages?”
I frown.  Those burns were so bad last night.  “To re-apply the medicine?”
He shakes his head and rolls off me.  “No, I need to let it breathe.  It’ll still be tender for a day or so, but bandages won’t be of any help at this point.”
That’s insane.  “One night to heal those burns?”
“It normally takes at least two, but then again, I’ve never slept so good after being punished by my father.  I don’t know what you did, but I feel far better than I’d expected.”
He reaches down to one of the knotted bandages and quickly unties it.  He winces just a little as he tries to unwrap it, so I sit up and scoot toward him, doing my best to keep the sheet over my breasts.  “Just give it to me.  You’re going to hurt yourself trying to undo them.”
Cole grins but doesn’t argue when I take the linen strip from him.  When I get the first bit off, I think I’m going to be sick.  The bandages are soaked with the evidence of his injuries, but I keep unraveling them.  He says that they’re mostly healed, and I’m sure he’s able to tell at this point in his life.  It’s definitely not his first time being “punished” by his father.
As if what he endured last night could be considered punishment.
The entire process makes me forget about my nightmare and the fact that I’m naked under the sheet as I try my best to find skin under the bandages, desperately needing to know if he’s as hurt as he was last night.  The linen is sticky, blood and fluid from his burns coating the bandages, but Cole doesn’t seem to hurt like I’d expect.
Then I see it.  The skin that was covered by the bandage.  Last night it had been black.  Crispy, peeling flesh that reminded me of a chicken that had been on the spit for too long.  Now… soft, pink skin covers his chest; no sign of the gruesome wounds he’d had last night.  The bandages come off faster now that I’m not worried that I’m interrupting their healing.
Inch by inch, I see more and more healthy, new skin.  Not a single scar on his chest.  When I move to his back, it’s scarred, but they’re the same scars that he’s had for so many years.  The same marks his father had left on him while he was a child.
“All healed up?” Cole asks, a smile crossing those beautiful lips.  I nod to him, and he chuckles.  “If my father knew that I’d heal in just a single night by actually sleeping, he’d be furious.  This is supposed to remind me for days that I need to do as he says.  That’s why he burns me instead of whipping me.  He actively uses his power and makes himself slightly weaker so that the wounds will last, even with that medicine.  Wasteful.”
His smile reaches those eyes, and I can feel the heat rippling around him at his excitement.  At any moment, the entire space could erupt with flames purely because of his emotions, but he keeps them just leashed enough, and all I see are those heat waves rolling off him.
My mouth’s dry, like all the liquid in my body was taken away, as I did everything I could all night not to cry for him.  Not last night nor this morning, but now, when I know that he’s okay, I can’t feel those things.  Like the emotions have been wrung out of me and there are no more tears left to cry.
“How’d you keep from telling him it’s all a lie?” I whisper.  “I saw those wounds, Cole.  I felt the first times he hurt you.  How could you stand it?”
The smile fades and he rolls onto his back, turning to look up at the ceiling.  “My father was right, Maeve.  Anyone who wields flames gets burned, just like anyone who wields shadows loses a part of themselves.  You cannot wield magic without suffering from it.  The dragons wove it into the powers we all wield.”
He holds up his hand in front of me, and it blazes to life.  Red flames lick the air around it, and I see what he’s trying to show me.  The little tendrils of smoke that rise through the flames.  Fire doesn’t create smoke without something to burn.  Not even a magical fire.  It’s singing his skin.
“It doesn’t hurt very much,” he says.  “Just little pinprick burns.”  The fire’s snuffed out, and he holds his hand so that I can see the back of it.  Tiny blisters appear and then fade before my eyes, leaving his skin unmarred.
“I can’t feel that pain through the betrothal bond,” I say.
He shrugs.  “Pain is something that the House of Flames learns to accept.  We are built for it.  Even as bad as last night was, I… I’ve suffered worse.  Far worse.  And Maeve,” his voice falters for a moment as he looks at the blanket in front of him.  “My father is more powerful than me, but I would kill him if he touched you.  He knows that, and he knows that if he killed me, he’d die almost immediately because the King of Steel isn’t afraid of him at all.  King Gethin would sweep in and destroy the House of Flames without a second thought, keeping the Painted Crown for himself forever.”
He's telling me I’m safe, but he doesn’t say the same about himself.  His father may not be willing to kill him, but he’s obviously not afraid to torture him.  “Why would you do that for me, though?  Is it the betrothal bond?”
Cole frowns, and it’s like he has to move, like he can’t just sit here having a conversation.  Remembering the feelings that had flooded my body when we’d done the betrothal ritual, it makes sense.  He rolls out of bed wearing nothing but the pants he went to sleep in last night.  He moves quickly, almost erratically, like he’s so excited he can’t stop himself, and he paces.  “Because I can’t let you get hurt, Maeve.”
That’s all.  No explanation at all.  I blink.  We’d been having a moment.  Now, it feels like we’re right back to where we were before.  Anger builds inside me at all the secrets, and I can feel the little buzz of that lightning inside me beginning.
My hands ball in the blanket, and Cole turns to face me.  A sly grin crosses his face, and he gets onto his hands and knees, crawling toward me.  He’s not at all worried about the fact that I’m naked under this blanket.  
“You know,” he says, “we don’t have anything we need to do right now.  Everyone here expects us to be enjoying our betrothal.”
I blink at him, and finally the blush comes over me.  Maybe he realized I was naked.  “Cole, I don’t know if…”
He laughs.  The flames flicker around him, appearing in midair and then fading instantly.  “I meant that we get to rest, Maeve.  We can do whatever you want, at least for a few days.  There’s nothing pressing, and other than some training, the world is your oyster.  So what would you enjoy spending your days doing?”
Now that’s a strange thought.  Days with nothing to do.  Lazy days with Cole in Draenyth.
We’ve done everything that has to be done.  We’ve survived the dangers of the road and of Draenyth.  I know I should try to figure out how to talk to Calyr, but after the stress of last night and the past few days, I just feel so exhausted.  Like every bit of energy is gone, and while I probably could work on finding a way to talk to Calyr, the thought of it makes me cringe with exhaustion. 
I look into those sparkling blue eyes, which are surprisingly happy, and I give him a wide smile.  “I don’t know, Prince Cole.  After weeks of walking, it might be nice to enjoy feeling like the girl that’s betrothed to an Immortal prince.  Do you know how to pamper a girl?”
“Do I know how to pamper a girl?  Yes, Maeve, I can show you what it’s like to be my princess.”






  
  Chapter 32


Power is having a choice.  Strength can crush or build.  Sharpened steel can cut flesh or prepare food.  Power is having a choice, and goodness is choosing 
what is best for the most.  Not what is most obvious.~Sidon the Strong, A History of Magic and Dragons


This isn’t what I’d expected when I’d asked Cole to pamper me.  He told me that he’d treat me like a princess, and I guess that this is the definition of that in Draenyth.  A small Immortal from a race I don’t know stands beside me.  Lithe, and built like a willow sapling, she’s thin with silver hair that hangs down to the middle of her back, unbound and unbraided. 
Her face is human shaped, though longer than normal.  Her eyes are a little rounder and seem to sense more than the average person, as every time I have an emotion, she turns to me.  Her skin is as pale as moonlight, and long, thin blue veins line her body.  
Her movements are erratic and sharp, like a bird rather than a person.  You’d think that all of that would be the pieces of the female Immortal that I’d be focused on.  All of the non-human traits.  But it’s not.  No, the part of her appearance that I can’t get over is the steel collar that rings her thin neck.
Everything else she’s wearing seems normal enough.  Thin, tight-fitting clothes that are made of blue cloth and sewn with silver thread.  She’s shoeless with long feet that match her long fingers.
“Good morning, Sia,” Cole says with a soft smile.  He’s wearing a nice white silk shirt with a fiery red vest with gold buttons that glitters in the candle lights of the bedroom.  Going without a coat today, he seems almost relaxed, almost at home here.  
Sia looks to him more often than she does to me, which I assume is normal.  He is the Prince, after all. Just like Nevan, Sia doesn’t seem to have any kind of ill-will toward Cole.  In fact, it almost seems like she enjoys his presence.
That silver collar draws my attention as she moves.  The physical item that lets the High Fae enslave other Immortals.  When wearing a steel collar, because of its positioning, no magic works.  That keeps most Immortals from ever even dreaming of escaping their slavery.  It’s forever, and there isn’t any way out of it.  
“Let me get you out of that collar,” Cole says, and when he puts his hand on the back of the seamless steel ring around her neck, a click sounds.  The ring splits in two, and before they fall to Sia’s shoulders, Cole catches them.
“My betrothed, Maeve Arden, would like to relax.  Is there any way you could help me with that?” he asks her.
Sia smiles wider, and I hear a voice in my head rather than a sound.  Good morning, Lady Maeve.  What would you like to experience?  What would I like to experience?  I don’t understand.  Instead of feeling relaxed, I’m feeling very stressed by an Immortal talking in my head.
Don’t worry, Lady Maeve.  I’m a Djinn, and just as Master Cole can command flames, I can command your experiences.  As if to show me what she means, her long, thin fingers brush my arm, and I’m away from the Keep of Flames, no longer seated in Cole’s chambers.  Instead, Cole’s holding me as he soars through the air, his legs and arms wrapped around my body as we look down at Draenyth.
“Trust her, Maeve,” he whispers in my ear.  “That’s why I brought her to us.  So we could relax without ever leaving my chambers.”
“That’s why she’s kept here, isn’ t it?” I shout over the wind.  “A slave to your father’s court.”  My mind goes to all of the things that people have probably forced her to show them.  Fantasies of terrible things.
Speak the truth, Sia, I think.  Do you enjoy doing this for the people in the House of Flames?
I can hear her hesitate.  No.  But it is my place, Lady Maeve.  I am a slave, as all djinn are.  We have been collared for thousands of years.
“I want this to end,” I say and think at the same time.  There’s a blurring of the world, like blinking my eyes, and then the entire world seems to shatter, disappearing in a way that waking up from a dream never feels like, and I’m back in Cole’s chambers.  The real world where Cole and I are sitting next to each other with Sia standing in front of us.
Cole turns to me looking quizzical.  “Why not enjoy a relaxing flight over Draenyth?  Would you rather go somewhere else?  A mountain lake maybe?” he asks.  He turns to Sia, the same look on his face and then back at me.  She told him something.
“I don’t want to abuse slaves any more than I want Darian and Lee to become them.  You grew up here, Cole.  Slaves are normal to you.  But if things had gone differently, I could be the one wearing a steel collar, used until my master no longer had interest in me and then disposed of.  Unable to fight back against the power that people like you and your father wield.”
Cole looks at me, thoughts running through those beautiful, sparkling blue eyes, and he runs his hand through his hair.  “What would you like to do, then?  I don’t know how to pamper you without slaves.”
I’m not angry at him.  Like I said, this is normal for him.  Normal for his world.  No different from the fact that humans are sold like livestock in the market here.  I won’t take advantage of them, though.  And maybe I can do something different, something that will remind Sia that the world is better than what she’s used to.
I glance up at her while she silently watches us, listening to the words that are probably as foreign to her as they are to Cole.  Who knows how long Sia has worn a collar?
Then she speaks, with far more hesitation than I expected.  Directly to my mind.  I don’t mind showing you beautiful worlds, Lady Maeve.  Your dreams are pleasant, and I enjoy watching them.  Far more than the dreams that I am ordered to give to so many.  It doesn’t displease me to help you to relax.
I smile at Sia and then at Cole.  “Go get Lee.  She’ll show all of us, Sia included, a little pampering.  I bet that she has an idea of some less slave-based pampering we could enjoy.”
Cole looks at Sia, and I notice the barest hint of a nod to her.  I take the collar from Cole, ignoring the nod and the fact that they’re having a private discussion.  “Go on, Lord Cole.  Get your friend.  Sia and I are in desperate need of pampering.”
His huff doesn’t surprise me.  But the look of worry in his eyes does.  He still gets up and leaves the room.  Sia studies me carefully, but she doesn’t say anything.
It’s not right that anyone should have to do things they don’t want to do.  In another life, it could be me sitting there, forced to provide leisure to some Great House noble.  Knowing the cruelty that Cole’s father embodies and the way that everyone talks about the denizens of Draenyth, I have a feeling that Sia’s existence as a slave has been one of constant torture even if her body is unmarred.
And today I’m going to show her that there are other experiences in the world.  Maybe even some that are enjoyable, but I’ll be happy if it’s different than what she’s used to.  Because what she’s used to is terrible.


      [image: image-placeholder]Darian, Lee, Cole, and Sia all seem very uncomfortable with the current situation.  Sia keeps staring ahead, and Darian, Lee, and Cole glance at each other nervously.
“This is it?” I ask.
Lee nods.  “This is a place for women to go to relax.”
What is so complicated or strange about this?  Why can’t they just go with it?  From the moment I was thrown into this magical world, everyone has just expected me to accept one crazy thing after the next.  It’s more than a little difficult to believe that only two months ago, I was just a girl living in a village without a bit of magic in my life.
Now… Now I’m betrothed to the Prince of Flames in a city full of Immortals that would have eaten me a month ago.  It’s only fair that I’m not afraid to make everyone else a little uncomfortable.  “Cole, why don’t you get us girls set up here, and then you and Darian can go do something else?”
That makes him frown even more, but when he looks at Lee, she shrugs.  And Sia just stares straight ahead, expressionless, as if this was just another task for her to complete.  Nothing other than luck has kept me from turning out like Sia or worse, and the thought infuriates me.  At least she’s not being forced to wear the collar right now.
Sia’s appearance should be off-putting.  I should be nervous because I don’t know anything about her.  Not about djinns or her, personally.  She can get into my head, and I’m sure that’s at least part of the reason that all djinns were enslaved.  They could have manipulated people so easily.
Who knows how far her powers extend?
It doesn’t matter.  That’s the truth of it.  Sia didn’t do anything wrong, and she’s been forced to do whatever Cole’s family has wanted her to do for hundreds of years.  Like Cole said, it’d be better to be murdered than to be enslaved.  Especially to be enslaved by someone like Casimir Cyrus.
“Fine,” Cole says, his face becoming emotionless.  What’s he so uncomfortable about?  Is it because he won’t be around to watch over me?  Lee will be with me, and I doubt that anyone is going to attack me after he set this all up.  The owners of the establishment will know that he’d rip them apart.
I watch his back as he enters the nondescript building.  Made of stone with obvious flecks of red, it’s not very noticeable compared to the madness of the marketplace or the opulence of the Keep of Flames.  It’s wider and longer than most of the other discrete buildings we’ve passed, but it has the same simple architecture which is so forgettable amidst the rest of the gorgeous city.
Lee whispers, “What are you trying to do?”
I chuckle.  “I don’t know, Lee.  I’m just trying to relax for a day, and I don’t want any slaves to have any part.”  Lee glances at Sia.  “No, by…”
Cole steps out of the building then, the door shutting behind him.  “It’s set up.  Just go in there, and they’ll take care of you.”
I know that Lee’s wondering why I’m bringing Sia with us instead of just ignoring her like most people that are against slavery would do.  It would have been easy enough to ignore her even if I hadn’t wanted to use her powers.  We could have sent her back to wherever she lives and come here.
But she’s not treated like a living person.  Like someone who deserves kindness or happiness, and I don’t even know what we’re going to do.  If Lee thinks I’d enjoy it, I’m sure that Sia will too.  At least more than she’d have enjoyed that steel collar around her neck.  Even if it’s just an excuse for her not to wear that collar for a few more hours.
“Thanks, Cole.  Now, you and Darian go do boy things.”  I give him a smile and lead the way into the building, not at all afraid of what I’m going to find.  It’s an unusual sensation, trusting Cole and Lee.  Not knowing what I’m walking into but walking in without any fear at all.
Even in Draenyth.
Which is why it’s so surprising when a satyr is standing behind a desk at the end of a hallway.  Inside the extremely large building is just the one hallway with dozens of doors branching off and ending at the satyr.  
The walls and doors are made of a bright white wood that’s been stained.  Symbols are marked on each of the doors in what looks like blood, but I barely notice them.  The satyr’s eyes are focused on me, and I walk straight toward him.  Lee and Sia are right behind me, but the satyr’s eyes don’t turn to either of them.
He looks indecent with his bare chest moving down to a fur-covered abdomen as his human-like upper-half blends with what appears to be a goat’s hind-quarters.  I try not to stare at the obvious erection that keeps him from standing too close to the desk.
“Good afternoon,” he says, his voice smooth and stately, not at all what I’d imagined when I’d seen him.  “I assume that you are Lord Cole’s betrothed?” he asks.
I nod, and it’s only then that his eyes move to Lee and Sia, and on Sia they linger.  “You have a djinn?”
“Yes, will that be a problem?” I say it with as much coldness as I can muster.  I have no idea whether the satyr sees through my attempt at seeming noble.  Most likely he does since it’s not only High Fae that can tell that I’m a Wyrdling, and there’s no way that any Wyrdling was brought up to act like a noble.
The satyr continues to stare for a few moments before shaking his head.  “We do what we can for the House of Flames.  Its patronage is how we manage to pay the best nymphs in all of Draenyth.  Even if catering to a djinn would be insulting to any other ecstatic springs, we will make sure that even she enjoys herself.”
I almost lash out at him, but Lee’s hand on my wrist stops me.  The satyr walks around the desk, and that’s when I notice the overflowing cloth coin purse on the desk in front of him.
My other hand balls into a fist, my nails digging into my palm, as we follow the satyr to one of the doors.  My anger is buzzing inside me like lightning in a bottle, and I have to remind myself not to let my emotions steer this boat.  I’m not in Blackgrove or the middle of a forest.  I’m in Draenyth, where my magic will get me executed.
He puts his hand against the wood, and the symbol shimmers and fades.  The door swings open, revealing a room with a large pool inside of it.  The floor is paved in smooth river stones, and a haunting melody reverberates through the room, soft and demanding.
It’s so much darker than I’d imagine, the edges of it barely lit at all by the candles floating above the pool.  Under the water is nothing but inky blackness, the current flowing from one side to the other almost like a… river.
There are water nymphs hidden in a room behind where the satyr stood!  That’s why he called it the ecstatic springs!  The song they sing and the water they bathe in is known to make people forget everything else.  Everything except their lust and ecstasy.
My eyes open wide, but it seems that I’m the only one who didn’t know what this place was.
When the satyr says, “Place your hand against the door when I have gone, Lady,” no one seems perturbed at all.  “This will lock it to everyone except you and me,” he continues.  “When you are ready to leave, simply get dressed, and put your hand on the door.  It will open at your touch.”
He nods, not giving me a chance to say another word, and shuts the door behind him.  I glance around at Lee and Sia, both of whom are still acting extremely awkward.  There’s nothing I can do, but maybe getting into the water and letting some of the nymph’s magic wash over us will help them both to lighten up.
I put my hand on the door and turn to them.  “I… I haven’t ever been around nymphs.  Since I’m a Wyrdling…”
Lee chuckles.  “Don’t worry about it, Maeve.  You may end up a little more lost than us, but I won’t let anything bad happen.”
I nod to her, and she walks to the edge of the darkness.  Sia walks to another side, the darkness enveloping her as well.  Then I hear boots being kicked off and realize that this is a bath.  That means no clothing.  I’m beginning to rethink this entire idea.  At least it’s just the three of us and Cole and Darian aren’t here.
I figure that if I can’t see them, they can’t see me.  I back against the wall and begin to take off my clothes.  The simple gown, in comparison to the one I’d worn to dinner with Casimir, is much easier to remove.  Sure, there’s still some corset strings, but compared to the layers and layers of last night, this is easy.  I toss the silk and satin dress far away from the water, and quickly pull my undertunic off, tossing it on top of the dress.
I hear the soft splash of someone sliding into the pool and it helps me to get up the courage to do the same.  I sit down on the edge and put my feet in the water.  Warmth like I can’t remember flows through my feet and up my body.  It’s nothing like a normal bath or dip in the river.  My body is drinking it in, and there’s no way I’ll ever have enough.  I slip the rest of my body into the water and let that warmth flow through me.
The song that floats through the air seems louder.  Soft melodies sung by multiple nymphs.  I don’t know the words.  I don’t even know if there are words.  The only thing I’m sure of is it’s the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard.  My back rests against the lip of stone as I sit on a boulder that provides the perfect seat in the dark water.
Every muscle in my body seems to release the tension in it that’s been building for two months.  Ever since that first day that I accidentally tried to kill Hazel.  A memory flashes through me that I haven’t thought of in a very long time.  
It’s the day I moved in with Aunt Prudence and Uncle Trevor.  I’d nearly forgotten that day.  Vesta had been with me, her expressionless face had stared down my Aunt and Uncle.  She’d forced them to take me in.  This was before they’d had money.  It was before they’d begun receiving the money set aside for me by my mother, the Queen of Shadows.  They’d been poor back then.  They’d had a small farm, but neither Trevor nor Prudence had been good farmers, and mostly they grew food that even they didn’t want to eat, much less that anyone would want to buy.
Their livestock was slightly better off, but they had little enough of that, mostly just goats.  My father had always helped them out, and I think they depended on his kindness much more than they ever let on.
But that day, I’d shown up with tears barely dried on my cheeks after my father had disappeared three days before.  I’d spent those three days living in the trees, trying to survive the heartache that filled me.  My father was gone, and even Vesta couldn’t tell me where he was.
When I stared at my Aunt and Uncle, I’d felt nothing but cold, heartless anger from them.  Hazel, though, was nothing but warmth and happiness.  “You’re going to live with us?” she asked, barely more than six years old.
I’d nodded to her, and she’d run across the floor and given me the tightest hug I think I’d ever felt at that point.  “We’re going to be best friends,” she whispered in my ear.  “We’ll get to play together every day.”
I remember not understanding what she’d meant by playing.  I’d never experienced “playing”.  My father had told me stories and sung songs and had loved me, but he’d never played with me.  I’d never been around other children in Blackgrove, and I’d only been around Prudence and Trevor and Hazel a handful of times.
I had never played before.  But Hazel had.
It was that day that I realized there was more to the world than my father and Vesta.  I should still be sad that he was gone, but I shouldn’t be sad forever.  Hazel showed me that I could still smile.  She taught me to laugh and play and be utterly purposeless.
She’s my best friend.  My only friend.  She’s the person that taught me what it was like to be human because Vesta and my mother—and even my father—didn’t.  Only Hazel.
I smile as the water flows over my body, washing away the stresses and reminding me of what’s important.  Taking care of Hazel.  I’ve gotten so wrapped up in everything else that I’ve lost sight of the reason I came to Draenyth.
Then I hear a voice.  It’s so soft I know only I can hear it.  “Don’t say a word,” it whispers.  I slowly turn my head and see him.  The black cloak only a foot away, the shadows of it rolling off and moving toward the water.  The tendrils of darkness fade as soon as they touch the enchanted water.  My hands move to cover my breasts, but the Shade isn’t looking at me.  He’s turned to face the wall.
“You play a dangerous game, Maeve.  Bringing a djinn out of the Keep, uncollared, to a place where nobles relax.  You’re supposed to be keeping your head down, aren’t you?  You’re risking my investment.”
I go to speak, but shadows wrap around my throat, constricting.  It’s not enough to actually stop me from speaking, but it’s enough to make me pause and recognize he doesn’t want to have a conversation.
They flow over my skin and remind me of the night I’d repaid a debt.  He’d shown me what he could do if he wanted.  He’d shown me what it was to be desperate for him, to be willing to give everything to someone in return for nothing but his touch.  He’d shown me how cruel a Fae could be.
The water splashes over my hair and shoulders, trying to pull my mind away from any kind of real thought.  I should be lost in memories and feelings.  The song of the nymphs calls to me, begging me to forget the world.  I could be at peace here.  I could be lost.
I can’t separate myself from memories and desires in this water.  Under the spell of the nymphs’ song, I can’t control the shadows that uncoil from my fingertips and dissipate immediately.  I can’t stop the fact that the Shade has spent every moment we’ve been together drawing out my desire for him.
He was the reason I felt my body throb for a man for the first time.  He’s the first to touch me intimately.  His voice, his body, and even the expressions hidden by his cloak make my core smolder.  And he’s pushed me back at every turn.
The last time I saw him, he bound me in shadows and taught me what desire could be.  The nymphs’ song fills my mind, making me lose all sense of reality.  What’s right and what’s wrong.  What consequences are.  Why I haven’t let myself do the things that I want.
Here in the darkness, I won’t let him escape me again.
I won’t let him tease me.
He may be the Shade, but I am the Princess of Shadows.
The drumbeat is overwhelming in my core.  My body aches to be touched by him.  To feel those long, sharp nails over my naked skin.  I stand up, the water running down my body like tiny rivers, and I reach out.  My hand moves to the cloak, wanting desperately to see the Immortal under it.  
No.  The voice echoes in my mind.  You do not want to do this, Maeve.  The Shade cannot be revealed.  Not here.  Not by you.
It breaks me out of the almost dream-like compulsion that the waters had filled me with.  Sia must have reached out to the Shade as well because he whirls around and stares at me.  My body bared in the darkened world of the pool.  He doesn’t distance himself from me, but he doesn’t look away either.
Shadows stream from his body, and they wrap around me, tightening and constricting until it’s almost painful. One tendril across my stomach.  Another around my legs.  Two more around my arms.  And then they lift me into the air.
Supported solely by the shadows that the Shade controls, I keep my head up, not trying to cover myself at all as his shadows carry me to him.  “Maeve,” he whispers so that only I can hear.  “I thought we understood each other.  Why would you try to look under my hood?”
I try to say something, but as soon as my mouth opens, shadows move to fill it, slipping into my throat and stifling any noise I try to make.  My eyes open wide as I realize just how easily he could suffocate me like this.  Silently so that no one could know even in the middle of a locked pool.
No wonder the House of Steel was terrified of the House of Shadows.
“Maeve.”  He says my name as soft as a caress, and the shadows blocking my breathing dissipate, leaving me gasping.  The rest of my body is held tight.  Naked and exposed, I stare him down even as he steps closer to me.  Those black tinted nails run over my cheek just as they’ve done so many times before, and I shiver as they move to my throat.  Then down to my breast, curving around it, but never actually touching them.
So soft, yet so impossible to ignore, his nails graze my stomach and keep moving down.  I have to bite my lips as he traces the most intimate curves of my body.  He stands inches away from me, so close that I can feel his breath come out as he looks down at my naked body.
“You owe me three debts.  How would you feel if I held you like this for hours and teased you?  What if that was how I wanted you to repay me?  To be tormented for hours or maybe even days?  What if the only reason I helped you was to see you bound and teased until you broke under my hand?”
I may be out of those waters, but the nymph’s song still beats in my mind.  Just as loud and just as powerful as the drumbeat in my core.  My body is radiating with desire.  With the need to touch and be touched.  Not like this.  Not impossibly soft.
His words make me shiver.  Do I want him to spend days doing this?  Absolutely not, but does the thought make my very soul throb?  Like never before.
But then the Shade turns away from me.  The nymphs’ song is still weaving its magic through the air.  The water that had been enchanted by them still clings to my body.  
I want the Shade’s touch.  No, I need it.  Something inside me snaps, and though I can’t make the kind of shadows that would be required to hold the Shade in place while wearing my mother’s ring, I don’t need to.  They’re already there, wrapped around my body. 
Just as when I had crafted the Shade out of shadows before, I feel the magic of the shadows that cling to my body and make them mine.  I am not just a stupid Wyrdling any longer as I wrest control of that inky darkness away from the Shade.  They release me, and I nearly fall, my feet catching me in an awkward position, but it doesn’t matter.  The shadows are mine, and I send them back to the Shade, to wrap him in them just as he’d done to me.
I can’t help but smile as they tighten around his arms and legs, slowly lifting him into the air just as he’d done to me.  I can feel his body under the shadows, the muscles that are toned and taut, a warrior’s body.  They strain under my grip, but it’s nothing.  The power that flows through me right now is unbreakable.
I am the Princess of Shadows, and I am done being controlled.  I am done with the lies and the secrets.
“If you try to remove my hood, you’ll regret it,” he whispers, and I hear the slightest bit of fear in that voice.  He wasn’t expecting me to do this.  He wasn’t expecting me to be able to take his shadows from him.  He wasn’t expecting me to be as strong as him.
Behind this monumental moment, the world is silent other than the song of the nymphs and the gentle splashing of the river.  Shadows fighting in the darkness.  The world should be shaking, but it’s not.  In this hidden corner of the world, there’s nothing but silence.
“No I won’t,” I respond.  I reach out, my hand moving through the darkness.  The magic of the nymphs is fading with every drop of water that falls to the ground, but I’ve wanted this for so long.  I’ve dreamed of the Shade since the first time I saw him, since the first time he touched me with those nails.
When he’d marked me.
The cloak ripples in the darkness on a hidden wind.  The sound of the last few drops of river water fall to the stones at my feet, soft splashes in the near silence.  I stare into the darkness under that hood, and I know that in a moment, everything will change.  My entire world will be different.
I touch the dark fabric that I know so well.  The linen that’s survived so many years.  Dyed with blood and tears.  The fabric that smells of salt and cedar.  Today, I’m going to find out who it is that I’ve been dreaming of.  Who it is that I’ve been indebted to.  I will see the eyes that haunt my dreams.
I rip the hood away.






  
  Chapter 33


The Thrones are failing.  The darkness calls to me, begging me home, but I cannot leave yet.  The Thrones are failing, and my son is not strong enough.~King Gethin, personal journals


Everything shifts. 
The Shade isn’t standing in front of me.  There are no shadows.  And Lee’s hands are on my wrists.
I’m standing outside the pool, completely naked, but the Shade is nowhere to be found.  “What happened?” I whisper.
You were about to do a terrible thing, Maeve Arden.  An image of me catching the Shade in his own shadows rips into my mind.  No, it’s like reality has been replaced by it.  Just like when she’d taken me and Cole flying over the city without ever leaving Cole’s chambers.  The image of me reaches for the Shade, and then I stop for just a moment.  The shadows disappear, and the Shade takes a step back before falling into his shadows as he’s done so many times in the past.
I don’t really understand what happened.  I remember reaching for the Shade’s hood, but when I pulled it away… it wasn’t real.  She’d put me into a dream without me knowing.
“You tricked me,” I whisper to Sia.  Only to her.  Lee hears me, but she doesn’t say anything.  “I could have found out who the Shade is.”
Sia shakes her head.  “The Shade is trying to… The Shade is good.  You will not ruin what he is doing, Maeve Arden.”  She may not be crying, but there are tears in her words.  “He is good.  He is good.”
Sia says the words.  With her voice rather than in my mind.  The words feel garbled, like it’s a struggle for Sia to speak, but she seems so adamant about the way she feels.  Then it clicks.  She’s been in his head.  Just like she’s been in mine.  If he was here, she probably knew, and that means that she knows who the Shade is.
Her eyes sparkle, but no tears appear, and I turn on her.  “Who is he?”  I whisper the words, not sure that I can allow myself to speak loud enough that there’s any chance someone outside this room can hear.  I may want to know the Shade’s identity, but I don’t want him to be caught by the House of Flames or Steel.
She shakes her head.  Her voice comes out clearly in my mind.  I will not tell.  I will die a thousand times before saying another word.
I stare at her silently.  It’s only then that I realize that all three of us are completely naked while having this conversation.  “Don’t tell Cole what happened.  Please?” I ask.
Lee’s eyebrow arches.  “Why was the Shade here?”
I ignore her for a moment so that I can put my clothes back on.  Our day of relaxation seems to have been ruined.  “Because… I’m valuable to him, and he wanted to explain that bringing Sia here was dangerous.”
Lee turns to Sia.  “You can put your clothes back on.  I think that this… adventure is over.”
Sia nods and hurries over to the dark corner where her clothes are.  Lee gives me one more frustrated look and goes to her clothes as well.  For just a moment, I have a second to breathe.  What just happened?  I tried to unmask the Shade?  He saw me completely naked, and I… I turned his shadows around on him.  I overpowered the Shade.
But then Sia stopped me.  I didn’t know anything had changed.  No idea that she’d trapped me in a vision.  It’s no wonder that the Great Houses forced the djinn into slavery.  Their powers are too strong not to control.
I pull the undertunic over my head and then the dress on top of that.  Lee comes over, wearing the same embroidered blue dress with buttons up the side.  It’s an unusual style and very masculine.  She glances at the corset strings hanging from my back and, without asking if I need help, just starts tightening them.
“It is dangerous to bring Sia here,” she whispers to me.  “You saw how the proprietor talked to you.  Slaves are looked down on more than humans.  No one would complain if you brought a human here, since that’s just bringing a snack on your daytime outing.  A slave, though… That’s disrespecting the establishment.  Plus, Sia is hearing everything the proprietors of this business think.  All the terrible things they’re thinking of her and you.”
I’m quiet as Lee pulls the laces tight and ties them together.  Then I turn to her.  I’m trying to be calm, to understand that this culture is not like mine.  They eat humans here and enslave so many others.  Draenyth is not like Blackgrove or any other village I’ve ever heard of.  Being calm and accepting things are not the same, though.
“So you would be fine becoming Rhion’s slave?” I ask without a bit of emotion in my voice.
It’s Lee’s turn to snarl.  “Absolutely not.  He’d just be doing that to hurt Cole.  There are reasons…”  
She stops and I realize Sia is standing next to us.  Her footsteps were so quiet I couldn’t hear her.  There are reasons the djinn were enslaved.  Yes.  We are one of the few races that are as dangerous as the High Fae when we mean to be.
The look on her face is bereft of emotions.  Even more than Cole has ever managed.  She looks empty.  It is strange, Lady Ainslee, why my kind were enslaved while so many other dangerous Immortals were allowed to roam free.  The way Lee glances at her, I know she’s talking to both of us at once.  Sylphs, invisible and nigh impossible to kill, were the closest allies of the House of Shadows for as long as the House existed.  The salamanders of the House of Flame are the reason that the House of Shadows fell.  Their sight and speed nullified an entire Great House’s skills.
I would have expected emotions from her, but not even a thoughtful expression crosses her face.  Only that dim, uncaring voice.  The one that’s kept her safe as a slave.  But the djinn, one of the fewest numbered races, were swept up and collared all at once purely because of fear.  Don’t you find that strange, Lady Ainslee?  Master Cole trusts Nevan completely, and yet, he has murdered more Immortals than I have met.  I have never taken up arms against any Immortal.  I have never done anything more than drink from a human, and when I was done, they did not even know I had tasted them.  It is strange, don’t you think, Lady Ainslee?
We both stand there silently as she peers into the darkness in front of us.  And into our minds at the same time.  “It is strange, Sia,” Lee says softly.
I look between the two of them and sigh.  There’s nothing I can do for Sia right now.  I’d hoped that being pampered would be enjoyable, but I must have misunderstood too many pieces of the Immortal cultures.
“Is there anything you’ve wanted to do but haven’t ever had the chance to?” I ask Sia.
She turns to me.  Her eyes flutter closed for a moment.  When she opens her eyes again, there’s no trace of any sadness in them.  Just a coldness that only years of living in danger could cause.
I have seen many things in the minds of the Masters and Ladies I have served.  I have been to many places, seen many things, and the only things I have any interest in experiencing are not things that a slave can do.
I frown.  What can’t she do?  “Like what?”
Fall in love, Lady Maeve.  Have children that are mine.  Not more slaves for my Masters to take from me, to use as tools against their enemies and for their pleasure.  Long before the Shattering, no more djinn were born because our entire race stopped having children.  Even when forced together, we do not allow ourselves to bear children. 
The thought hits me hard.  To be forced to work for someone, to do things you don’t want to do, is one thing.  To be deprived of love and to have your children taken from you… That is something entirely different.
“You’d like to go back to the Keep, then?” Lee asks.  Neither of us says the thing that I’m thinking.  That I’m sure that Sia can tell I’m thinking.  That I want to help her, but I don’t know how.
She nods to Lee.  Yes, that would be best.  Back to my collar and my cell.
Back to her collar and cell.  That would be better than anything we could help her do.  It breaks my heart to see her in this much pain.  This morning, she hadn’t felt like this.  She’d been cold.  She’d been a slave, yes, but she was not miserable.  The only thing I’ve done today is force her to think about everything she doesn’t have.  About everything she’ll never have.
Such innate desires.  Love and children that are hers.  That’s all she wishes for.
“Let’s call it a day, Lee.”  And Lee’s expression tells me everything I need to know.  This is the right decision, and all the decisions I’ve made prior to this have been the wrong ones.
The knowledge that I can hurt people even though I’m trying my best to help them only makes it harder.  But I refuse to ignore the lesson.

      [image: image-placeholder]I stare at Sia as Lee walks her out of mine and Cole’s chambers.  The silver collar is still in Lee’s hands, as she postpones putting it back on until they are back in Sia’s cell.  Sia’s body moves just as it has the entire time that I’ve known her.  Unfazed by the emotional outbursts today.  The tears are gone, and the cold, emotionless stare is back on her face.
Everything is exactly the same as when I first met her.  Except that I can tell how much more pain she’s in.  Unlike so many other people in the world, there’s no saving her.  Not unless I tear down the entire system.  Not unless I’m willing to become Queen like Cole has suggested.
I take a deep breath as Lee opens the door to leave, and Sia turns to look at me, an intensity to her eyes that I haven’t seen since she told me that the Shade was good.
I know what you tried to do today, Lady Maeve.  I appreciate the sentiment, but you are not in your world any longer, and it’s obvious.  There is no room for kindness here, for it breeds only more pain.  You could try to change things.  Your mother was powerful, and you could try to take her place.
But you’re not strong enough, Lady Maeve.  I was alive when the dragons left, and I have seen into the minds of thousands.  I’ve experienced the world from more minds than you will ever meet, and you are not strong enough.  I’ve seen the kind of strength it takes to rule this world.  To change this world.  You mean well, but you’re just a Wyrdling with a bit of shadow magic.  Not a High Fae.  Not the Princess of Shadows.  Not anyone of importance.  You have no chance to save this world, and the best you can do is finish what you came here to do and leave.  At least you’ll save your cousin that way, and no one else will get hurt.
Goodbye Lady Maeve.  Enjoy your life.  I don’t believe that we’ll see each other again, but it was nice to meet someone who saw me as something other than a tool.  It brought me pain, but… but it’s not often that I see genuine kindness in someone’s mind, and I will cherish the memory.
She walks out the door, and I can barely believe what I’ve heard.  For a moment, I’d felt powerful.  I’d won a confrontation with the Shade.  I’d turned his own shadows against him even while I wore my mother’s ring.  But the things that Sia said are like a slap to the face.  I’ve trained with Cole.  I’ve watched what genuine power is.  Whatever happened between the Shade and me, it wasn’t me winning.
Because if I could overpower the Shade, then why would any other Fae be worried about him?  Why would anyone need his help?  I’m not even a full-blooded Fae.  Just a Wyrdling with a little shadow magic.
Sia’s the only person who’s seen into everyone’s minds.  There are no secrets for her, and she doesn’t think I can help anything.  No one’s seen my experiences and my skills like her.  Only Sia knows it all, and she doesn’t think I can help.
For a moment, I’d felt like maybe I could take up my mother’s title.  Maybe I was strong enough.  Maybe… Maybe I could be what Cole wanted.
I’m not.  I’m nothing without the Shade and Cole.  The realization hits me hard.  
I don’t know if it’s relief that floods my mind or despair that I can’t help anyone else.  The drakelings and gryphons and Fae who can’t have children.  The magical world is dying, and the normal one isn’t doing much better.
I turn to look at my spear resting against the wall, a reminder of my life before learning I had any Fae blood.  Cole had made it seem like I could do something, like I could help.  The Shade had said that I was important.
But I’m just a stupid Wyrdling, and Sia knew it.  She saw into my mind.  She saw all the things I’ve hidden.  Everything I am was laid bare to her.
Sia is the only person who knows everything, and her judgment was clear.  I’m not meant for anything, and trying will only hurt people.  I should just help Hazel and forget about trying to do anything else.






  
  Chapter 34


I would fight.  I would lose, but I would fight.  Calyr and Vyran stop me.  They remind me that it is not my life we worry over.  I choose to protect.~Sidon the Strong, A History of Magic and Dragons


I’ve officially graduated from sticks.  The two daggers I hold in my hand are stupid, stupid things.  I hate them.  My fingers hate them especially. 
Cole’s wearing his armor just like he did while we were walking here, and I’m wearing a nicer, but still simple, tunic and pair of pants.  It almost feels like we’re back fighting in clearings except that Cole isn’t taking it nearly as easy on me.
“You have to actively block, Maeve.”  Cole’s words are like salt on a wound.  I do not want to actively block anything, much less the enormous piece of metal he’s wielding like a sword.  “If you let your daggers just sit in the air, nearly anyone will break through your block.”
My fingers are black and purple from the thousand blows I’ve taken to them.  Yes, they will heal in the next hour.  Even the broken bones.  Cole brought some of the medicine we used on his back to the training room in case anything serious happened, but we’re using blunted steel, so no one will be dying anytime soon.
“Crawl in a hole and die,” I growl.
Cole’s darkened steel longsword, a blunted training version of the one he carries at his hip, comes down like a boulder, and I try to stop it with the blunted dagger by holding it in the sword’s path.  Just like he’d said, the sword breaks my guard and smashes into my shoulder.
A scream rips from my throat, and I rush Cole, daggers out and ready to block his strikes.  His sword sweeps in wide arcs, in what should be easily blockable, projected movements.  But they hit my daggers and slide right past them, each of them scoring an incredibly painful hit on my body.
“Lysara take you, you son of a whore,” I scream when the dark steel of his blade hits my ribs and I hear a crack.  He’s moving backward, and I’m running toward him, but I never get to him.  I should be faster.  He shouldn’t be able to walk backward faster than I can run forward.
Yet, he maintains that perfect distance to continue to batter my body with the tip of his longsword while I never get a chance to even swing at him.
I stop, standing just out of his reach.  Every breath hurts from what I can only assume is a cracked rib.  My fingers are swollen and throbbing.  Nearly all of my joints ache where he’s hit them.
I throw the daggers to the sand and stomp away from him to a weapon rack.  “You can keep those pieces of trash.  You may think that’s the optimal choice for someone small like me, but you’re wrong.  I’m going to die a thousand times before I ever even get to swing them.  This is my weapon.”  I pick up the long piece of wood with a metal tip, blunted just like the sword Cole is using.
It’s not my spear, but it’s close enough.  My hands know where to go.  All the anger inside me turns into calm readiness.  The pain doesn’t go away, but my body doesn’t care as much.  It’s like coming home.  
Now I can fight.  I stomp back onto the sands and finally notice that Cole’s grinning at me.
“You think you’ll do better with a spear than two daggers?  You still have to close on me to hit me.”
I shrug.  “Let’s see.  It’s not like another broken bone matters at this point.”
My thumb moves to the spot that would have a glyph on my own spear.  My feet spread into a fighting stance, my boots digging into the sand just enough to push off when I need to.  I know Cole is going to attack me.  He’s going to want to show me I’m wrong.  I’ve sparred with him too many times to count.  I’ve begun to learn who he is and how he moves.  How his mind works.
And predators attack.  That’s nothing new.  My left hand prepares to turn the spear, to glide over the sword when Cole tries to block my stab.
Cole moves like nothing’s changed, his feet pushing him forward instead of backward, but they move in that steady rhythm that I’ve come to realize is his battle pacing.  He moves to a drumbeat inside him, just like I do.  Just like everything does.
His is just different from mine.  Faster.  A little more steady than my own chaotic one.
His sword comes down in a simple chop designed to cut me from shoulder to hip, and if I’d stayed still, he would have done just that.  It would have broken through my dagger block as it had done more times than I can count.
I don’t wait for it, taking a half step back and letting the tip pass so close to me I can feel the breeze.  Then I lunge, my spear lashing out like lightning.
He expected this, and his hilt comes up to block, the steel hand guard meant to catch the tip and push it off its trajectory.  My left hand twists as soon as the pieces of metal make contact, and the spear changes angles ever so slightly.  Just enough that when he pushes the tip, he drives it into his chest right above his heart rather than into the air above his shoulder.
The tip connects, and his eyes go wide, but I know it’s not a killing blow.  Even if the tip were sharpened, Cole would still be fighting like a boar, and I don’t expect him to stop just because I managed to hit him a single time.  Battles are won when one person dies.  Not when one person gets hurt.  Thankfully.
Instinctively, I yank the spear back since it’d have been embedded in Cole’s shoulder, probably piercing his shoulder joint, and it would have been hard to get loose.  The movement throws me off balance since it wasn’t actually embedded in him, and Cole is moving already, his left arm hanging at his side, pretending to be useless.
I feint a thrust at the left side of his abdomen, knowing he’ll try to knock the spear tip out of the way with his blade, and when the blade connects with the metal tip, it pushes the spear out wide.
I was ready for that motion too, and my entire body spins with the momentum, making a complete circle and transferring that power to my next strike.  The tip is on a path to slice at his bicep, which is barely in range.  Cole has to stop to parry it.
He’s having to work at least a little.  I’ve never seen anyone hit him.  Not me or Darian or Lee.  Everyone has just… lost.  When Cole Cyrus attacks you, you lose.  That’s the rule.
But I’m not losing.
He stops the spear swing, and I’m already dancing backward, preparing myself for another thrust, and this time he rushes me.  Sword held in a center line between the two of us, he slams the flat of his blade against my spear tip, and immediately tries to close the distance between us, to make my spear useless.
If I’d had a side sword, this would be the time to drop the spear and focus on swordplay, but I don’t, and I don’t particularly want to have one.  Luckily, I’ve missed thrusts in my life and had to keep fighting.  Against wolves and boar, and they’re far faster and far meaner than Cole is.
The thing about a longsword versus a spear is that they’re both terrible up close.  Cole doesn’t try to swing at me.  He doesn’t have the angles to hit me.  He’s going to turn this into a wrestling match, something that there’s no chance for me to win.
And that’s not going to happen.
I leap backward, and the spear moves in the opposite direction.  It flies directly toward Cole, who had thought he had gotten past my defenses.
Except he blocks the thrust as easily as he had when I’d been using daggers.  I hit the ground and throw my feet over my head, rolling backward.  By the time I stand up, Cole’s longsword is at my throat, his left hand still hanging limply at his side.
“Never do that.  Ending up on your back even for a second is a death sentence.”  He says it without even panting.  I’m breathing hard, each strike having been my full force.  He pulls his sword away from my neck and walks back to where he started in the sand of the training pits.  “The thrust was good, though.  Better than anything else you’ve done.  You may be right.  What you did with that spear was a far cry better than what you’ve done with the daggers.”
He raises his sword and grins at me.  “Now, try it again.”


      [image: image-placeholder]My body feels like I was pretending to be a bridge, and people were driving wagons over me all day.  I don’t think I’ve ever had this many injuries.  And they’re not just minor cuts and bruises.  I have several broken fingers, three cracked ribs, and my nose still won’t stop bleeding from where Cole hit me in the face with his forehead.
But I’m smiling wider than I have in so long as I sit down across from him at the table in our chambers.  “Three times,” I say.
He chuckles and nods.  
I hit Cole Cyrus three times today while sparring.  I confirmed with him it’s been a very, very long time since anyone has hit him.  “You know,” he says, “I’d like to get something made for you.”
I cock an eyebrow at him.  “What kind of something?”
His lip curls up in a grin.  “Armor.  With a good spear and good armor, you’d be mostly safe in one-on-one fights.  I don’t know of many people outside of the House of Steel that you’d be completely outmatched against.”
Armor.  The thought’s more than a little surprising.  The guards in the House of Flame don’t wear it because it interferes with their magic.  I glance down at my fingers and think about the shadows that I had learned how to wield in battle.  The things I’d done with them against the Shade only a few days ago.  I wouldn’t be able to use those shadows if I was wearing armor.
“I’d rather not,” I say and wish that I could tell him why.  That I’m learning to use shadows like I should be able to.  Like a weapon, and not just in that way that the Shade taught me.  Revulsion is a difficult emotion to control, but using shadows like ropes is far more natural for me.
Cole frowns at me, those icy blue eyes staring hard.  He’s trying to understand why.  He wants to put those pieces together to know why I’d turn down safety.  Because he’s right.  I’d be a lot safer wearing armor than if I weren’t.
Except that our real enemies are from the House of Steel, and armor would only hurt my ability to fight them.
“Why?” he finally asks.
I chew my lip, not wanting to admit anything.  “What if I want to use my shadows?” I ask.
Cole’s brows knit together in worry.  “Have you been practicing with shadow magic in Draenyth?  This is the last place…”
I stop him by shaking my head.  “No.”  Do I tell him the truth?  Do I tell him I can do so much more with shadows than I’d have expected?  That I owe two debts because of it?  I know how much anger the thought of my debts brings out in Cole, but I… I think I trust him.  And part of that trust is giving away my secrets.  I shouldn’t expect him to tell me secrets if I’m hiding things from him.  And for what?  So that he doesn’t growl?  No, that’s stupid.  
“I trained on the way to Draenyth.”  He arches an eyebrow, and I take a deep breath.  Yes, this is the time to tell him.  To explain things.  He’s asked me so many times since we started this journey together to trust him.  It’s time.
I turn my hand over and show Cole the marks on my wrist.  “I asked the Shade to teach me.  He’s the only member of the House of Shadows that I’ll be able to convince to teach me.  The first time I called for him, it was to save my cousin after my magic poisoned her and nearly killed her.  The others are because I needed him to teach me to use my magic.”
Cole reaches out and runs his finger over the little marks on my wrist, three tally marks left.  Three debts.  “And now you think you can use magic to defend yourself more than steel?”
The look on his face is one of pure calculations.  No emotion.  No care about me as a person.  Just one warrior considering another warrior’s decision.
After several moments, he says, “I don’t trust your skills.”
I start to argue, to try to convince him of my abilities, but he holds up his hand.  “No, your words mean nothing.  The only way I’ll trust your skills is to see them.  I know your skill with a spear.  I know your weak points and your strengths.  I don’t need you to explain them.”
He purses his lips and turns to look past me, as if he were looking at a scene from another place.  Another time.  “Before I trust your skill with magic, I need to see it, and you can’t do it here.  Here, in Draenyth, it’s too dangerous.”
“So, how can I prove my skills?  The House of Steel is the most dangerous threat, isn’t it?  And you’ve already said that I won’t be able to beat them with my skills and armor.  So, is it really any kind of protection if they try to kill me?  Wouldn’t shadows be better?”
Cole shakes his head.  “No.  Because if you revealed you had shadow magic, then the House of Steel would have a reason to murder you.  If the only purpose in hurting you is to indirectly hurt me, then they don’t have the balls to do that.  Yet.  For now, armor is the right decision, I think.  I’d like to see your skills, though.  Maybe in a few days I can fly you out of the city and you can show me what you can do.”
I bite my tongue to keep from arguing with Cole.  Everything in me cringes at the idea of wearing steel.  Even holding the steel-headed spear today made me a little flustered.  It didn’t move like mine.  Something about it made me recoil.
“So am I supposed to put on armor just to go to the market?  If I wanted to go back to those ecstatic springs, would I need to be covered in steel while I sat in the water?”
Cole’s eyebrow arches as if my questions are ridiculous.  “They’re genuine questions,” I say, getting more frustrated by the minute.
“You don’t need to wear armor all the time,” he says.  “But there will be times.  Soon.  Where you may want it.  I’ll be with you nearly always now, and anytime I’m around, you don’t need to wear it.  But…”
I stare at him, our gazes locked.  He’s thinking of something in particular, but I don’t know what it is.  “Why do you want me to have armor, Cole?” I say as directly as I can.
“Because I don’t want you to die if someone tries to assassinate you.  Because it is likely that someone will very soon.”
He says it so coldly.  So calculated.  “Who?” I ask, my voice growing just as cold.
“The House of Steel, most likely.  War is coming, Maeve.  Between the House of Flames and Steel, and I’m the only one that scares King Gethin.  You’re my betrothed, so if you died, I would be distraught.  I’d get over it—unlike a true marriage—but as our wedding date has not been announced yet.  They won’t want to wait.  They’ll take my weakness as a chance to drive a dagger into my father’s ribs.  I don’t want that to happen.”
I squint at him, his logic making absolutely no sense at all.  “So why would you want me in armor since there’s no way I’ll outfight them?”
He grins.  “You might if you took off that ring, but more than that, no one’s going to expect a female Wyrdling to be of any skill with a spear.  The House of Steel won’t come for you directly.  They’ll hire assassins, and those assassins will die if they attack you while you’re wearing armor.  Let me commission a suit of armor for you, Maeve.  It will make me feel better.”
He’s not trying to force me to do anything.  He just wants… to protect me.  I can see it in those eyes.  A desire to keep me safe, just as he’d promised during our betrothal ceremony.  I give him a nod.  I’ll let him buy me a suit of armor.  I’ll let him do the things that make him feel like I’m safer.
My hand moves toward him, my fingers barely touching his.  “We’ve put off the conversation for several days now, but Cole, it’s time that I try to speak with Calyr.  The journey to Draenyth and these first few days in the city have been hard, but Hazel needs me to find a cure for what I did to her.”
Cole’s icy blue eyes darken at the mention of talking to Calyr.  “I’ve put off talking about that, not because I want to delay you, but because it’s far more difficult than you’d expect.  Calyr resides within the mountain.  There are four entrances to his cave, two of which are blocked permanently.  The other two are more heavily guarded than anywhere else in Draenyth.”
Confusion knits my brows together.  “But everyone knows Calyr can grant wishes.  The Shade told me he was the only being who could save my cousin.  Why would his cave be guarded?”
“Because the wishes that Calyr could grant could ruin my father's and Gethin’s plans.  What if someone wished to have their bloodline changed?”
I blink.  I hadn’t thought of that.  “Has it always been that way?”
Cole nods.  “For as long as I’ve been alive.  Only a handful of people have ever been allowed in to see Calyr.  Most of them have been high-ranking nobles.  The others have managed to sneak past the guards, most of them from the House of Shadows.  But beyond that, you do realize that Calyr does not grant wishes for free, correct?  You must offer something that is as valuable as the wish you’d like fulfilled.  Do you have anything of that kind of value?”
I look down at the table.  I have nothing of value.  I never have.  “No,” I whisper.
Cole sighs and shakes his head.  “Maeve,” he says my name as he picks up my hand and pushes it toward my face.  “That ring is one of the ancient artifacts of the House of Shadows.  The Forgotten Ring has shown up in history a handful of times, and then it disappears just as fast.  Like the Shadowed Cloak that the Shade wears, they’re pieces of magic that were made by Vyran, the dragon that created the House of Shadows.  More valuable than entire vaults of gold, there are few items in the world more valuable than that ring.”
Well… that changes things.  It’s strange to look at the silver ring with the tiny black gem in it and see it in the light that Cole’s given it.  It certainly doesn’t look valuable or powerful.  Just a little trinket you’d give to a young girl.  The only unusual thing I ever recognized was that it always seemed to fit.  Whether I was three years old or an adult, it always fit perfectly.  The only time it’s ever fallen off is when I hurt Hazel.
The little black gemstone doesn’t shimmer in the light.  In fact, no matter how the light hits it, it refuses to shine.  Like it absorbs the light, negating any chance to draw attention to it.
“So I could trade the ring to save Hazel?”
Cole shrugs.  “It’s valuable.  I don’t know why Calyr wouldn’t take it.”
I nod slowly.  “Now we just need to come up with a plan to get me into Calyr’s cave.”
I’m not sure if Cole’s grin should worry me or make me happy.  “Oh, I already have a plan for that.  It mostly just involves waiting.  In a little more than two weeks, my father is hosting the event he called me back to Draenyth for.  Everyone will be there.  The guards will be focused on what’s happening.  You’ll have the best chance to get in, talk to Calyr, and get out then.  I can have Darian and Lee waiting for you so that they can fly you out of the city and back to Aerwyn as soon as you’re done.”
I blink.  It sounds like Cole has it all planned out.  I should be happy about that.  When Cole has a plan, it usually seems to work out well.  But something seems wrong about all of this, and I don’t know what it is.
“So we just sit around until your father’s event?”
He nods, a wide grin on his face.  “Well, we’ll keep training, and maybe you can show me what you know about your shadow magic.  Other than that, we try not to draw any attention to ourselves.”
That sounds too simple.  Too neat and tidy.  Then he says, “Well, there is one other thing we’ll need to do.  There’s a ball the night before the event.  I’ll need you to go with me.  We’ll have to dance a few times, and then we can leave.  Just enough that everyone can see us together.  My father will take notice if we aren’t there.”
The way he says it, I realize that this is the part that he was hesitant to tell me.  This is why it had felt wrong.  “What’s so bad about that?”
“You won’t just be dancing with me, Maeve.  It would be exceptionally rude and noticeable if you refused to dance with anyone else.”
One-on-one with an unknown number of the most dangerous males in the world.  Unable to be armored.  Forced to go into a room filled with people just as cruel as Casimir Cyrus.  “How do I stay safe?” I whisper.  “They’ll be close enough that they’ll smell me, won’t they?”
Cole shakes his head.  “No, you’ll smell like me.  You don’t have to worry about that.  The only thing you’ll need to worry about is… not being caught in a lie.  We’re going to have to figure out some very convincing explanations for why we’re betrothed.”
I’m going to have to get to know Cole enough to convince an entire room of very clever, very old Immortals who are going to be trying very hard to get information out of me.  Talk about walking on a razor’s edge.
“Then I guess we aren’t just going to sit around and relax for these last few days.”
Cole’s eyes change again.  The darkness fading and turning into something unusual.  Not frustration or confusion.  No, this is something else.  “No.  I guess not.”  It’s sadness.  He wanted to spend at least a few more days relaxing with me.
That tingle down my spine pushes me.  I don’t know why, but everything inside me is desperate to make that sadness go away.  I reach out and take his hand in mine, my fingers running along the coarse callouses of his hands as I hold them tight.  “We won’t have to work the whole time.  Maybe we can make this fun.”
The thought of my cousin when we were young flashes through my mind.  Fun.
Ever since I’ve known him, he’s been so determined that it felt almost like he couldn’t comprehend doing anything else.
He looks at me, at least a little hopeful.  “I don’t know.  There are a lot of things you need to learn.”
The corner of my lip curls up.  “I’m sure we can even make learning fun, Cole.”
At that, he arches an eyebrow, and I pull my hand away.  I have his attention now, but I don’t have any idea how to actually do it.  “You’ll just have to wait and see.”
And I’ll just have to figure it out as we go.






  
  Chapter 35


My hands no longer feel the blades I wield.  We are one.  The cold steel under my fingers is how I find comfort.  The song of their movement is a lullaby.  We are one.  
The Thrones are failing, and death is the only answer.  
Death to Roderic.  Death to Brenna.  
Death to Casimir.  Death to me.  
But they will not go willingly.  
And my son is not strong enough…~King Gethin, personal journals


Darian and Lee are standing next to me as we watch Cole move on the training grounds, all alone.  High above him, we’re standing behind the railing of what can only be described as a gallery.  Instead of the red marble that everything else in the Keep of Flames is made of, this training area was built with typical stone and mortar.  There’s no doubt that the architecture doesn’t compare to the opulence of the rest of the Keep, but this… this feels like a training ground.  
When we’d first gotten here, there had been dozens of people using the space, all sparring against each other or using the training dummies to practice their attacks, something that Cole’s always been against me doing.  Now… they’re all gone, and Cole’s standing alone in the massive space.
I finally realize why everyone talks about Cole like he’s unbeatable.  Cole moves like the wind, flowing from one movement to the next, completely unfettered for the first time since I’ve met him.  His feet barely touch the ground, and yet, he moves so solidly.  The wings on his back flicker in and out of existence only when he needs them.
Still, he doesn’t use fire.  The sword flashes across a wooden training dummy’s chest, and then he’s flying backward in a wing-augmented leap, turning as he moves.  His feet hit the ground hard enough that the sand flies up around him.  Moving his hilt in a blocking motion, he turns the block into a counter-attack against the imagined attack, the tip of his blade sliding across the dummy’s throat.  
He’s in the air again, hitting the ground ten steps away before the sand he’d thrown into the air previously has even hit the ground.  His sword flashes out with five strikes, and he’s leaping again.
“Is this how he trains?”
Darian nods and Lee says, “For hours.  At least if he wants to be alone.  If he’s serious about his training, he brings in a few hundred soldiers in full armor with various blunted weapons and he lets them attempt to touch him.”
“I don’t think anyone’s touched him in at least three hundred years,” Darian says.  “So don’t feel bad if you don’t either.”
I smile at the comment since I hit him three times yesterday.  “Why doesn’t he use flames?”
Darian and Lee turn to each other, and Lee shrugs.  “Because he doesn’t want anyone to know how strong he is.  He wants everyone to understand just how good he is with a sword, because that’s how members of the House of Steel measure themselves.  Flames are what he’d use against his own House.  Against his father.  He doesn’t want anyone to know how good he is with them.”
I blink.  “Not even you two?”
They shake their heads.  Darian says solemnly, “No.  He quit publicly training with fire hundreds and hundreds of years ago.  As soon as his father had stopped pushing him.  He kept up the swordplay because it kept his father off his back, but the flames were his and his alone.”
Oh.  “His father thinks he’s better than Cole with flames?” I ask.
“While he wears the Painted Crown, he is better.  And the last time that the House of Flames received the crown, Casimir earned it.  Not Cole.  I assume nothing has changed, but Cole has his skill with the sword and his House of Steel magic.  Casimir has neither of those.  But with the Crown, there’s no contest.  Casimir would kill him.”
That’s terrifying.  How could anyone be faster or stronger than Cole?  What would that even look like?  “Are you two glad that you aren’t really in any of this conflict?  You’re House of Light, right?”
They look at each other, and it’s like they’re talking without words again.  “We’re in it,” Lee says with more than a little attitude in her voice.  “We’re with Cole.  Whatever happens, we’re with him, and we always will be.  We may not be in this conflict based on our powers or House, but we are based on our allegiance.”
It seems like Cole’s inspired a lot of loyalty.  All of Aerwyn.  Darian and Lee.  Most of the people that work within the Keep look at him like Nevan did.  They trust him.  They care about him.  I don’t think that anyone looks at Casimir that way.
“Do you really think it’s going to come to war?  And is that war going to be with the House of Steel?”
This time it’s Darian that speaks up.  “War will happen eventually.  The world is breaking, Maeve, and the two most powerful people in the world caused it.  They know things are wrong, and the only answer either of them has is to gather more power.  Even if that power will come at the cost of breaking the world even more.  They believe that if they can’t find any more enemies to kill, they will have saved the world.  Even if that world is nothing but ash when they’re done.”
Gods, how am I supposed to stay out of this?  I’d thought I was completely unimportant before.  I’d thought that my only role in all of this was to fix the problems that I had created, but the more time I spend with Cole, Darian, and Lee, the more I wish I could help.  Cole had seemed sure that I was going to be someone important.  The Shade had pushed me to become powerful enough to be worth his investment in me.  But only Sia knows everything.
And she says that I’m not strong enough.  Just a Wyrdling.  At least you’ll save your cousin that way, and no one else will get hurt.  
I let the conversation fade as we continue to watch Cole train.  I want to go down there, to hold a spear and see what it would be like to fight him at his full strength.  I know I would lose faster than I could move.  A single strike, and he’d cut past any of my defenses.
And that’s not even him using his magic.  That’s just him being the best swordsman in all of Nyth.
It only convinces me further.  I’m not meant for this world.  Wyrdlings are meant to live in the woods, not have people depending on me.


      [image: image-placeholder]“You’re sure we’re safe?” I ask.
Cole nods.  A two-hour flight away from Draenyth.  Deep in the mountains to the west.  I can’t think of a single village or city near us.  I slide the ring off my finger and put it into a pocket in my pants, making sure that I push it deep into the pocket.  It’s the most valuable thing I own and the only way that I’ll be able to convince Calyr to heal my cousin.
The ground is rocky where we stand.  Pebbles and stones the size of my fist are strewn about everywhere.  It’s a terrible place to spar as the ground is nearly more dangerous than the magic and weapons we’d wield.
This is where Cole set us down, though.  I try to stand as solidly as possible, the spear in my right hand and shadows flowing around my feet.  I force myself to feel the emotion that I’ve worked so hard to contain since we got to Draenyth, the feelings that would give me away as a member of the House of Shadows.
Desire.  
Cole is grinning at me, and I stare into those eyes to set the drumbeat pounding inside me.  Except, instead of Cole, I think of that day in the pool.  When the Shade had touched me.  When he’d run those black-tinted nails over my body, and I’d felt so helpless.
The drumbeat roars to life inside me, radiating from the center of my stomach.  And shadows flow from me like a river.  I steer them, forcing them toward Cole, and with quick strikes, he slices through them, cutting away the magic as easily as he’d cut through paper.  They dissipate as soon as the steel has separated them from me.
I push them around toward his back, like the Nothing had done to me.  Curling around while he’s busy with the most obvious ones in front of him.  I’m sweating from exertion as he jumps, runs, and flies over them, forcing me to keep pushing more and more shadows from my hands.  I do everything I can to keep him from having time to think about the darkness creeping up from behind him.
He's cutting the shadows back and moving even faster than he did on the training grounds, but I’m winning.  Those shadows are getting closer and closer to him.
And then… I lose.
He catches fire.  Not a little.  There aren’t flickering flames like when he’s excited.  No, he becomes an inferno, and every bit of darkness disappears, burned away by the orange and red that threatens to set the world aflame.
It’s no wonder we had to fly so far away from Draenyth because I have to shield my eyes from the light, and I’m sure that if we weren’t on the opposite side of a mountain, someone in Draenyth would see him.
My shadows evaporate. Every bit of darkness is burned away in that blinding flash of light and rolling heat that he exudes.  
I just stop.  What am I supposed to do against that?
Cole’s laughter fills the air, rising even higher than the crackle of flames against the stone as twigs underfoot catch fire and turn to ash.  Laughter?  The reds and orange dissipate far slower than normal, and his face is the first part of his body that becomes fully visible.  He looks so unlike himself.
A wide grin crosses his face, and he lets out full-bellied laughter.  There’s a sparkle in those eyes that I’ve never seen before.  It’s like I’m getting a glimpse of him behind the mask he wears for the world.  It’s a glimpse into the possibilities of Cole.
“That’s how the House of Flames won against the House of Shadows,” he says as the flames die down completely, leaving only heat waves radiating around him.  “Shadows can’t stand against the light of a powerful immolation.  Have you learned how to shadow walk?  That’s the only way you can even consider fighting against immolation.  Unless you’re wearing armor, of course.”
“Shadow walking?”
Cole nods, and the smile fades a bit.  I want to tell him to stop.  I don’t need to know about shadow walking or anything else that’s serious.  I just want him to smile more.  I want him to laugh and forget about anything of importance.  For just a little longer, I want him to be himself, with no control or constraint.
But I’d be lying.  Plus, it doesn’t matter what I say.  Unless he’s training, he never feels like he can let go of that leash over his emotions.  Maybe he can’t.  The flames that surrounded him would have burned anything around him to ash.  They were so bright.  So dangerous.
Maybe it’s better that he keeps his emotions leashed.  I know how hard it is to keep the shadows from slipping from my fingers even with the Forgotten Ring on.  I can’t imagine how hard it would be to know that an ounce of excitement could set the world around me on fire.
“Shadow walking,” he says, interrupting my thoughts, “is when you step into the shadows here and emerge from the shadows somewhere else.  It’s how so many members of the House of Shadows escaped our attack.”
How the Shade moves.  Stepping into the shadows and emerging elsewhere.  That would be incredible on a battlefield, but it’d be helpful any other time as well.
“How do you do that?”  If I could do that, then it’d be easy to sneak past the guards outside Calyr’s cave.
Cole’s eyes look past me as if he were remembering something.  “I’ve heard it has to do with desiring to be somewhere else and being disgusted by where you are.  I don’t remember exactly how it works.  There’s something about when you’re nowhere and nothing, you can create shadows anywhere.”
I blink.  “Wait.  So I have to die?”
He shrugs.  “I don’t know.  Not my House.  I’m just telling you what I’ve heard.”
Flames flicker around his body as he grins.  It’s good to know that he’s not trying very hard to keep his emotions leashed.  I let the conversation go, preferring to see that smile than to get information out of him.
I walk toward him, that grin on his face making it hard to keep the throbbing drumbeat inside me under control, and there’s a steady stream of shadows that runs from my fingers to the ground.  “You’re handsome when you smile,” I say.
It’s like someone slapped him.  “What?” he asks, surprise written all over his face.
“You’re handsome when you smile,” I repeat.  “We’re betrothed.  Am I not supposed to tell you things like that?”
“No, it’s not that.”  He shakes his head.  “It’s just… Nevermind.”
He tries to turn away from me, but my hand goes to his cheek.  “Don’t do that, Cole.  I’ve seen the way you look at me.”  As soon as I touch him, I can feel the emotional pain that rips through him.  It’s a confusing mess of loathing and hatred and desire and desperation.
He pulls away, the flames around his body disappearing completely, and everything in me wants to grab him, to force him to look at me and explain himself.  “Cole,” I say it with more than a little strength in my voice, and when I put my hand on his cheek, I whisper, “Talk to me.  You’re doing everything you promised during our betrothal.  You’re protecting me.  You’re helping me to be strong.  Let me help you like I promised.  Let me carry some of the weight.  Let me help you find peace.”
He shakes his head, but he doesn’t pull away this time.  When he turns to me, there’s a darkness in those eyes.  Secrets that he won’t let me know.  I don’t push this time, though.  I trust him, and everything inside me says that he’s good.  That he’s not here to hurt me.
“Maeve, I’m not the kind of person you want.  That you need.  I…”  He closes his eyes like he’s having to do everything in his power to keep his emotions leashed.  “You need someone who can be loyal to you.  Not to… others.  I was built to be a tool, and while I may not be wielded by my father any longer, I’m still that same tool.  You want a person, Maeve.  You deserve someone that can laugh and cry with you.  Someone that can love.  That’s not me.  I’m the sharpest blade anyone could wield, but someone kind–someone wonderful like you–doesn’t marry her blade.  She wields it until the enemy is dead, and then she puts it away.”
“Is that what you think?” I ask.  “That I think you’re handsome because you’re strong?  That I haven’t complained about sharing your bed because you’re protecting me?  No, Cole.  I happen to enjoy your company.  At least when you’re not staring gloomily into a fire or telling me not to talk.”
He chuckles, and the flames around him flash into existence.  A small part of me worries about being burned, but I trust Cole.  If there’s anything I’m sure of right now, it’s that he’s the only person in the world that I trust.
Even more than the Shade.
“Cole, you’re a good man.  In a world where everyone does terrible things, you’re a good man who tries to do the right thing.”
He pulls away again.  “No, I’m not, Maeve.  Nothing about me is good.”  He turns away, not daring to look at me.  “If I could tell you everything, you’d know that I’m just as terrible as my father.  I’m not the hero in this story, and that you think I am shows how little you know.”
As he says those words, flames flash around us, and I truly understand why the Keep of Flames is made of marble and has almost no furnishings.  The fire that rages is all-encompassing, wreathing him in that orange and yellow and even some white.  “You’re not the only one who wants to fix the things that you’ve broken.”  His face is hidden behind flames so bright that my eyes hurt to look at him.  A tree to his side is too close to him, and it ignites just from the heat that he radiates.
He ignores it.
“Everyone makes mistakes,” I say.  “You can’t beat yourself up over it, Cole.”  I try to say it with enough confidence that he listens.  When the words come out, they sound like a pitiful attempt to soothe a dangerous male.
The flames disappear entirely, and I’d almost question whether they’d ever been there if the tree next to Cole wasn’t still on fire.  When he looks at me, he says, in a voice even more broken than mine, “My mistakes should have been punishable by death, Maeve, and they would have been, if we’d lost.  We didn’t lose, though.”
“I’m glad you won.”  Even if other people got hurt, I’m glad that Cole didn’t.  His eyes hold so much pain and turmoil in them that I don’t know what to say.  So I do the thing that no one’s ever done for me.
I hug him.  I wrap my arms around him and press my body against his.  “Cole, I don’t care what you did.  I don’t care what you’re doing now or what secrets hide in that mind of yours.  You are good.”  
Then I remember something that might make all the difference.  “I wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for you.  You didn’t have to save me.  You didn’t have to take me all the way to Draenyth.  But you did, and that’s changed my life and my cousin’s.  How many people have you done something similar for?  You saved Darian from being forced into literal eternal slavery.  All the people in Aerwyn have you to thank for being free.  How many people in this city recognize you for what you truly are, and not what you think of yourself as?”
Cole shakes his head and walks a little further away.  The tree collapses, exploding in a splash of embers.  “I’ve killed more people than you’ve seen, Maeve.  Males, females, and even children.  I was the spearhead of the attack on the House of Shadows.  The rest of my father’s armies were the aftershocks of me.  Mere cleanup efforts.  But that’s not all.”
He refuses to look at me.  “Everyone I’m connected to gets hurt because of me.  I may try to make this world a better place, but if you’re a part of my world, you’ll be hurt just as much as my enemies.  You’re not like me.  You’re like Darian and Lee.  Good people that have to be protected, but I can’t protect you forever.  Eventually, I won’t be there, and someone will take the chance to do terrible things to you just to hurt me.”
Gods, he’s beautiful standing like that.  Broken and bleeding the emotions that he’s kept hidden from me for so long.  Staring down at the rocky world below us that’s as unforgiving and unfaltering as him, his hands balled into fists at his lack of control over the world around him.
“Everyone knows Immortals don’t trust any other Immortals.  But I know Darian and Lee are loyal.  Have they told you why?”
I shake my head.  “They proved their loyalty to me when we were children.”
Without turning to look at me, he says, “When we were young, still very much children, they created a distraction to allow me to sneak out of the city because I wanted to try to fly without anyone from the House of Steel or House of Flames seeing.  I’d never used my House of Steel powers before because manifesting pride in myself was not a simple thing to do with my childhood.  It’s still not the easiest thing for me to do, but regardless, I wanted to do it far away from anyone that would judge me.  Namely, my father and everyone that reported to him.”
He turns to look at me.  “It was successful.  I snuck out.  I even manifested wings to fly back into the city.”
The pain in his eyes now is even worse than before.  “But I came back to Darian and Lee barely alive.  Chained to steel poles, their bodies had been burned so badly that most people wouldn’t have recognized them.  Their mother was looking on with tears in her eyes.  She’d pleaded with my father to free them, and he’d laughed as he’d burned them even more. All they’d had to do to be freed was to tell him where I was.  They hadn’t told him anything.  This same thing happened many times over the years.”
There’s so much anger in his eyes.  “My father understands that my friends are my weakness.  They’re… they’re how he controls me.  He will use you against me just as he’s used Darian and Lee against me before.”
“Wait,” I say.  “You somehow think that you’re the villain when you were forced to fight?”
He shakes his head.  “No.”  He sighs, and the strength inside him seems to fade against the weight on his shoulders.  “I’ve asked you to trust me, Maeve.  I’m not the hero.  The hero doesn’t do what I’ve done.  What I’ll continue to do.  That’s all I can say right now.  Someday, I’ll tell you everything, but not today.”
I approach him, knowing that at any point he could set me ablaze in that inferno that’s still burning that tree.  I put my hand on his cheek.  He sinks into my touch.  All the pain he’s feeling runs through me, through our betrothal bond.  The pain of the past and of the present is something almost physical.
“You stop it.  I won’t argue with you over things I don’t know.  I don’t care what’s happening.  I don’t care what you’ve done, Cole.”  The memory of my promise to him before we came to Draenyth during our betrothal ceremony runs through me.
My nails press against his cheek, harder than I’ve done before, and I visualize myself laying in the trees by myself as a child.  The way the wind soothed me.  The way the trees pulled the pain away from me.  I’d had so much sadness in me, and then I’d let the forest pull it all away.
Cole’s eyes soften as I relive that feeling.  As the betrothal bond sends that peace through the man that’s given me so much hope and strength.  I can see his muscle’s relaxing.  “Take off your shirt and lay down,” I say.  This time, my voice is as strong as steel.
Cole doesn’t argue at all.  He rips his tunic off.  Shadows flow from my fingertips over the rocky ground and create a soft bed made of inky darkness.  A dark cloud that is just as soft as it looks. 
His scars are bright red, just like the first time I saw them. They cover every inch of his back, from the collar of his tunic to the top of his pants.  A permanent reminder of the pain and torment he’d received as a child because he refused to let his friend become a slave.
When he lays down, his back up, I shiver, and the peace that had filled me a moment ago is swallowed up by a nervousness that I’m not used to.  I know what I’m supposed to be trying to do.  Wash away Cole’s weariness and self-loathing with a peace that comes so naturally to me.  It’s going to require that I touch him. I’ll need to run my hands over his body just like the night that his father tortured him.  
I take the two steps toward the shadow bed and sit down on the side.  My right hand presses against his shoulder, fingers wide across his shoulder blade, and I feel him.  The unnaturally smooth skin.  It’s a spiderweb of scar tissues I’m sure almost no one other than Nevan has ever touched before.  Shadows curl around his body.  The day that I saw these scars was the first day that I realized he was not as simple and cold as he seemed.  
Cole lets out a soft groan as my other hand moves to the other shoulder blade, and both of them massage the sore muscles.  “You don’t know how good that feels,” he groans.
I don’t.  In my entire life, I’ve never felt another person’s hands on my body like this.  My thumbs move over the thick bands of muscles, slowly kneading them in a way that I would expect to feel good.  Similar to how I’ve rubbed my legs after having to haul large game long distances.
The knots in his back are secondary problems, though.  The real problem isn’t in his body at all.  It’s in his head and heart.  In his very soul if I’m to believe the explanation of the betrothal bond.  
When I reach out to feel him through the bond, I let myself explore a little.  My eyes close almost instinctively as my fingers move across his scarred skin.  In my mind, I see myself standing right outside that desert filled with fiery winds and glass shaped so that even Nightforged steel doesn’t compare to the razor-sharp edges.  In the center of it all stands that obsidian tower rising high into the sky.  Every emotion is a hot wind, creating a new sharp surface that threatens to slice my mind apart.  It all makes me recoil.  So much pain.  So much fear.
It's all in my mind.  Or soul?  But I feel transported there, and even as my hands move over Cole’s back, I feel like this desert landscape of his mind is just as real.  When I put my hand out into that blazing wind, the pain of it searing across my skin is just as real as it had been when I’d felt his father burn him through the bond.
Everything about this place in Cole’s mind is pain.  How could he walk through life like this?  How could he survive for as long as he has?  At the center of the terrible landscape, the obsidian tower looms, and it is beautiful.  Ringed in shadows, it stands all alone amidst the pain and misery.  The flames and sharp glass may swirl around it, but the tower remains nearly unscathed other than the cracks that run around the base.  It calls to me.  It begs me to step through the tormented landscape so that I can touch it.  The shadows that curl from my fingers are desperate to connect with the shadows that seep from the black stone.
At my back, a different wind blows.  One of calmness.  One of peace.  Like a cool ocean breeze on a summer day.  One filled with possibilities and life.  The same feelings that I’ve had every time I walked into a forest all alone.  
I take a step toward the tower, and I want to pull back.  My boots aren’t strong enough to weather the cuts each step will make in me.  My tunic isn’t thick enough to protect me from the smoldering winds of this place.
But there’s a scent on that terrible wind.  Dark and powerful.  Cole’s scent.  Spiced amber, and it reminds me of all the things that Cole’s done for me and every other person in his life.  He’s weathered the storm, so they didn’t have to.  Cole stood up to his father to keep me from feeling that pain.  He took the punishments so that Darian and Lee didn’t have to.
It’s time that someone took the pain for him.
I step forward.  Agony rockets through me as the razor sharp ground slices through my boots and leaves my feet bleeding.  The wind lashes out at me, burning through my tunic and leaving blisters along my arm.
It’s nothing compared to the night that Cole was punished.
I take another step.  Again, the searing pain shoots through my body, and I want to collapse.  There will be too many steps toward that black tower in the sky.  I’ll die before I make it.  But when I look behind me, the land is smooth.  That sweet summer breeze pushes me on.  Where I tread, there is no more sharpness.  No more terrible heat.  It’s almost as though my very existence in this land is forcing the world to reshape into something less hostile.  Something less miserable.
Where I walk, the world is still dark and terrifying, but it’s peaceful.  It’s calm.  It’s a place that someone could heal in.
I set my jaw and my sights on the tower in the distance.  There’s no way I could walk all the way to that tower today.  I won’t even get close.  But this is not the last time I’ll walk through these terrifying landscapes of Cole’s soul, and one day, I’ll see that tower up close.  I’ll feel that black stone under my hands.
Then I’ll know what’s kept Cole pushing forward all these years when the world he lived in has tried to crush him since his very birth.
I can’t change the wounds that Cole has suffered, but I can do this.  I can help him to find peace.  I can help him to heal.






  
  Chapter 36


I remember when I was young.  Eons ago before the hunters found our world.  When I did not know fear.  I remember learning to fly.  I felt strong then.  Stronger than I have in a very long time.  I hope that those are the memories that I re-live when I have left this place.  Not these ones of fear and dread.  I want to dream of flying.~Sidon the Strong, A History of Magic and Dragons


Today, I didn’t touch Cole even once with my spear.  My body’s black and blue again, proof of that training.  That’s what happens when you ask Cole to help you become faster.  Every inch of my body regrets that request. 
You’d think that wearing a twenty-pound coat would protect me as well as weigh me down, but it doesn’t.  At least, it didn’t help enough to keep Cole’s strikes from cracking bone.  I’m still smiling at him as he helps me out of the training gear.
“Your body will get faster,” he says.  “Then the entire world will be in trouble.”
I huff, but I’m proud of myself.  All the times that Cole’s sword hit me so hard that I wanted to quit, I didn’t.  I pushed harder.  I swung harder.  I’d thought I was strong when I was hunting outside of Blackgrove, but I didn’t know what strength was back then.
Strength isn’t how hard you hit.  It’s how many times you can get hit and still get up.  It’s how many times your body begs you to give up, and you refuse.  I didn’t quit even once; not even when my legs threatened to give out on me or my arms struggled to hold my spear.  
“You mean that you’ll be in trouble?” I ask.  Cole’s eyes sparkle even if he’s not actually grinning.  I can see the pride there.  When we’d started training, I’d complained about him hitting me.  When I’d watched him crush Lee’s breastplate in Aerwyn, I’d thought he was cruel.
Now, I’d hope he would refuse to undo the strap on my breastplate.
I understand the cruelty of this place now, and I’m becoming strong enough to survive.  “You’ll have to train for a lot longer than this if you think I’m going to be worried about you,” he says.  “But the rest of the world won’t see you coming.”
I flex my fingers, and only three of them bend fully.  Thank all that’s holy for my Fae bloodline and the incredibly fast healing.  Tomorrow, I’ll wake up sore, but I’ll be stronger, and all of my bones will be healed.  All the bruises will be gone.
“Maeve,” Cole says, interrupting my silent thanks to the dragons for giving me this wonderful bloodline.  I look up at him, the smile still on my lips.  “How would you like to have a nice evening out?  There’s a play…”
He seems unconfident.  It’s almost like he’s not sure whether he should be asking.  “A play?  Like a theater with actors?”
“Sure.  Something like that,” he says.  The way he says it makes me a little confused.  What other kind of play is there?
Wait.  Is this an attempt at romance?  I keep catching glimpses of romantic gestures, and they seem at odds with everything else I know about Cole.  “That sounds fun.  I’ve only seen a few plays before, and they were all by traveling troupes of actors.  I’m sure anything in Draenyth will be incredible in comparison.”
“Good,” he says.  “Darian and Lee both want to go, and they thought you’d enjoy it.  You probably don’t know the story, but it’s the classic Last Days of the Dragons.  Slightly different from the history, but it’s close enough you’ll probably learn some things from it.”
Oh.  Not romantic.  “Well, that sounds… informative.  I’d love to go.”
Before coming to Draenyth, I’d never have questioned whether Cole was trying to be romantic.  He wasn’t interested in me at all.  The more time we spend at each other’s side, the more times I question if that’s changed.
His compliments.  The way that I wake up with his hand on my arm.  His single-minded focus on me.
The only thing that makes sense is the betrothal bond is pushing him to act differently.  I don’t think it’s pushing me at all so why would it affect him like this?
Whatever it is, I try as hard as I can not to think about it.  I need to focus on the important things like my training and not getting caught doing anything stupid.  And maybe having a little fun while I have time left here in Draenyth.  It won’t be long until I have to leave.


      [image: image-placeholder]I’m wearing the same dress that I wore to dinner with Casimir as Cole leads me into the theater.  Cole offered to have a new dress made, but I like this one, and I think it’s a shame that the only time I’ve worn such a beautiful dress is to dinner with his father, something I’d like to forget.  Cole’s wearing a simple set of coat tails with a crimson vest over a white silk shirt.  And a smile.  Since it’s still rather rare, I make a note of it.  Especially in public settings, Cole’s cold and uncaring expression is so common.
Maybe it’s because Darian and Lee are here tonight.  We haven’t seen them in a few days, and they look to be in better spirits than they ever were in Aerwyn.  Wearing a gorgeous shimmering dress, Lee is like a spotlight.  The fabric seems to shift and change colors as she moves.  One moment, a piece of it is red and the next it’s a deep violet.
Her long russet brown hair has been woven into a gorgeous, braided crown.  She’s moving erratically, which is always a good sign.  
Darian is sitting on a bench outside the Luminous Spectacle, the theater we’re going to.  His short brown hair’s chaotic, as though he didn’t think to do anything with it.  He really is the opposite of his twin, and the flat black of his tails, pants and dress shoes are so easily ignored.
“Evening,” he says with a grin and stands up.  “We weren’t sure you were going to make it.”
Surprisingly, Cole says, “It’s about time that Maeve gets to do something fun in Draenyth.”
I arch an eyebrow at him.  Is this actually his idea of being romantic?  
Darian stands up and leads the way into the theater, the Luminous Spectacle, a small building in the transition zone between the House of Flames and the House of Earth quarters.  Thus, it has neither brown nor red on the building.
The Luminous Spectacle is a little different from what I’d expected.  All the traveling troupes I’ve seen have set up their stages the same way.  A raised platform with a set of curtains in front to hide what happens on the stage in between scenes.
Instead, a tiny set of theater seating rises around an empty space that looks surprisingly similar to a dance floor.  To the side is a simple chair, and above the empty space is a glowing ball of light hovering ten feet in the air, illuminating the space.
The seating feels far more intimate than what I’m used to.  While Cole sits on one side of me and Darian on the other, complete strangers sit in front and behind me.  They make me nervous, but Cole wouldn’t have brought me here if he thought I might be in danger.
The entire time that I’ve been in Draenyth, I’ve been sequestered away from the crowds of citizens.  Other than a handful of times, I haven’t been out to the open city.  I’ve been in the Keep of Flames or outside the city to train with shadows.
Sitting beside so many strangers and expecting to watch a play has me on edge.  I want to snarl at Cole for not letting me bring Vesta’s knife.  He’s not nervous at all, though, so I clench my teeth and try to relax.  There’s nothing to be done, and it isn’t likely someone will try to murder me with Cole right here.  That’d be a death sentence for them.
A few moments after we’re sitting, a Lesser Immortal moves to the chair beside the dance floor.  She’s a human looking woman with thin bits of scale running in patches along her skin.  Along her cheekbones.  From her elbows to the middle of her forearms.  Patches on her bare shoulders.
And the scales glimmer in the light, a myriad of colors.  
Her hair is a soft blonde with streaks of platinum in it.  Even from where we are, her eyes are dramatic.  Slightly larger than a human’s, they draw the gaze.  “Good evening,” she says, her voice carrying throughout the room with no trouble, even above the soft chatter.  
“A siren,” Cole whispers to me.  He’s gotten into the habit of naming the beings we see so that I become more familiar with the world we’re in.
The room becomes silent almost immediately, and she says, “Tonight at the Luminous Spectacle, we’ll be showing The Last Days of the Dragons, an artistic interpretation of the days before the dragons left Nyth.  Enjoy yourself.”
My heart races as the ball of light slowly fades into nothing, sending the room into complete darkness.  Then, in an instant, the entire room is lit up as five dragons the size of people stand in the empty space next to the siren.  Made of different colored light, they’re incredibly intricate.  After seeing Darian’s small light show about where Cole received his scars, I’d thought I understood what was possible with light magic.  I didn’t understand.
Every scale is there.  Every single detail is crystal-clear.  Red, Silver, Black, Brown, and Gold.  The five dragons that didn’t leave Nyth with their brethren.  Inni the Destroyer.  Sidon the Strong.  Vyran the Black.  Kasan the Lifegiver.  And Calyr the Gold.
Each of them is made of pure light just like when Darian had created the figures to go along with the story that night in Aerwyn.  These are professional, though.  Where Darian’s light puppets were beautiful, there was blurring.  These are perfect.
“When Nyth was young, the dragons came,” the siren says slowly.  “Where dragons go, magic follows, and these dragons stayed for many years.  Centuries.  Millennia.  Who knows how long they were here?  Hundreds, or maybe thousands, of dragons inhabited this world, and the world grew around them.  Everything was touched by their magic, some just a little, like humans, and others, like the Immortals, were created because of it.”
She doesn’t move.  Her words aren’t spoken with an emphasis like I’d expected from an actor.  That’s when I realize she’s not an actor.  She’s a narrator.  A storyteller.
This isn’t a play.  This is the most incredible way to tell a story ever imaginable, and I settle into my seat, a wide grin on my face.
“Then it was time for them to go.  This world depended on the magic they gave simply by existing, and now that they were leaving, everything would die.  The dragons understood this, and on the night that they were to leave, these five decided to stay.”
Cole looks over at me, a smile on his face, and I know he’s not excited about the story.  He’s reading the emotions I’m experiencing through our bond.  This wasn’t for my education.  It was his attempt at helping me to have fun.  This was his attempt at making me smile.
The siren continues to tell the story below us, and I reach out and put my hand on his.  His smile deepens, and I’m glad I came.
For the first time since I met him, it seems like the weight on his shoulders is lighter.  Between that realization and the beautiful story below us, I stop worrying so much.  Maybe I can forget, just for a few hours, that there are important things to do.
It would be nice to forget that I could be surrounded by enemies.
I relax and let myself be sucked into the story being told.  There’s no need to stay vigilant of the people around me.  I let my world become the one where dragons are kind enough to give themselves for the creatures that depend on them.  The one where five dragons saved a world from starvation.
I don’t separate myself from Cole.  There are no obsidian towers in my mind tonight, but when I feel his mind brush against mine, I don’t push him away.  Maybe he’s seeing a view of my mind.  Maybe it’s a world of trees and boar and shadows or maybe it’s like his, a desert with winds carrying shadows that cut at anyone who steps into them.
Whatever it is, I let Cole traverse my mental landscape.
I smile because he deserves to be close to me.  He’s the only person in the world that I trust completely.






  
  Chapter 37


Vesper calls to me more and more.  
My soul yearns for her touch.  When this is done, 
I shall find her again in the void.~Sidon the Strong, A History of Magic and Dragons


“That.  Was.  Incredible.”  The words come out as soon as we’re standing outside the Luminous Spectacle.  “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
It’s a dark night out, and tiny flames flicker in golden lampposts, lightly illuminating the city streets.  Not enough to let us see clearly, but enough that we don’t trip over our own feet.  I’m surprised at how quiet the city has become now that the sun’s gone down.  I’d been overwhelmed every time that we walked the streets, but now that it’s moonlight instead of sunlight, it’s almost like we’re back in the forest, and I can hear myself think.
Well, maybe it’s not quite that quiet.  But it’s a far cry more enjoyable than the daytime sights and sounds.
“They do good work,” Darian says.  “I still don’t know how they maintain such detail in such a large image.  Granted, there are four people from the House of Light building those scenes, but they all constantly move.  If you were paying attention, you’d have seen the branches move and leaves shake as the dragons brushed past trees.”
“I’m sure you two could have done something similar,” I say.
Darian and Lee glance at each other, their eyes sparkling.  “No way,” Lee responds.  “Those four are some of the best in the world.  There’s a reason we came all the way out here to see a play.”
“That and for the Firelight Café.”  Darian’s got a grin on his face as wide as at the market.  “They have the best caramel sweet breads in all of Draenyth.  You dip them in a bit of coffee, and there’s nothing better.”
“Coffee sounds good,” Lee says.  “Are you two interested?”
Cole looks at me, and I’m surprised.  For once, he’s not making the decisions, not saying we need to get some sleep to train tomorrow.  We’re supposed to start dance instructions with Nevan in the morning, but Cole isn’t saying that.  He’s letting me decide.
“That sounds wonderful.  And if the caramel sweet bread is as good as the chocolate was, I’ll take as much as they have.”
Darian grins at me.  “A woman after my own heart.  If you’re interested in exploring the world of sweets, I could give you a tour of the city’s best bakeries.”
“We have a few things to deal with other than filling our bellies,” Cole says with a grin.  “But maybe we could try to explore the city a little more.”
Darian leads the way down the street, and Lee walks beside him.  I’m still surprised at how quiet the world is in the city now that the sun’s below the horizon.  It really is enjoyable, and after that incredible show, there’s a lightness to all of us that hasn’t been there before.  Even in Aerwyn, Cole and I were on edge.  I was finding my way in this new world, and he was… well, he was Cole.  Now he’s different, and I’m not entirely sure what changed.
His arm brushes against mine, and he smiles down at me.  His fingers wrap around mine, and I wonder if maybe it’s because of this.  Maybe it’s the soft touches that have him acting differently.
“There it is,” Darian says, turning to glance back at us.  I notice his eyes dropping to our hands before meeting our gaze again, and there’s a different kind of smile on his lips this time.  “Right up here.  They’ve got the fires going.”
There’s no confusing what he means by that.  As soon as we take a few steps, the Firelight Café comes into view.  From the corners of the building, hanging lanterns draw my gaze.  In the center of each of the outdoor tables, a small fire burns.  Several groups of Immortals sit around the tables laughing, drinking, and eating.
It looks… happy?  Is that a thing in Draenyth?  I’ve seen so little of the city that I barely know what to expect.  In the Sickle District that first day, I saw Immortals smiling, but it was all a blur other than the memories of those humans.
As we get closer, I’m more and more sure that the patrons of the Firelight Café are actually enjoying themselves without anything negative.  I almost expect to see people being tormented as the entertainment, or gruesome “delicacies”, or slaves serving bread.
None of that’s happening.  It’s just a simple place serving drinks and food around fires.  A strangely human-looking Immortal woman is passing out cups as Darian opens a waist high gate that opens into the seating area.  The woman looks at Darian, and a twinkle in her eyes says that they know each other.
“Mari, it has been far too long,” he says, and Lee doesn’t interject herself into the conversation like she normally does when she’s around her brother.
“It has.  I’d thought that you’d found a different place to spend your nights with more highbrow company.  Wasn’t sure if you finally came to your senses.”
Lee leads the rest of us to a table, but none of us take our attention off Darian and Mari.  “You’re breaking my heart, Mari,” he says with an exaggerated expression, his hands going to his breast.  “To think that you actually believed I would cheat on you with another coffee house?  It pains me you’d think I could ever do that to you.”
She almost looks serious until she cracks a smile.  “Oh, go take your seat, Your Highness.  I’ll bring a coffee service out.  Flavored or plain?”
“Chocolate,” he says, and my mouth waters.  Chocolate coffee?  Umm… yes, please.
She grins and nods.  Darian finally comes to sit down with us, and I can’t help but ask the question.  “What kind of Immortal is she?” I whisper.
Darian grins.  “She’s just a Wyrdling.  But she’s a damn fine baker, so no one would ever dream of hurting her.”
“Wait,” I say, “I could have been a good baker, and everything would have been fine?  I could have lived out my life in Draenyth with no issues if I knew how to make good bread?”
Everyone grins at least a little.  “If you showed the right people, maybe,” Lee says.  “But Mari is something special.  You’ll see.  If your campfire cooking is any judge of your cooking skills, I don’t think you’d make it in Draenyth purely based on your food.  In fact, it could be considered a crime, so maybe don’t try that.”
Even Cole’s on the verge of laughter at that comment.  “My food isn’t that bad!”  That only makes them break out into full-on laughter.
“That’s the last time I cook for any of you.”, and I can’t help but laugh along with them.
That’s when Mari comes to the table with the coffee service and a basket of bread that’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.  Longer than my arm from shoulder to wrist, but barely thicker than my middle finger, it’s not anything that I’d have found in Blackgrove.
“Ah, the illustrious dipping sticks,” Darian says.  “You know, Mari, one day you’re going to have to show someone else how to make these.  What would we do if you retired from the business?”
She huffs and shakes her head.  “If I gave out my recipe for those, I doubt I’d live to see the morning.  They’re my ticket to a long and prosperous life.  Where you have magic and skills that keep you alive in this city, I just have a few recipes.  I think I’ll keep them to myself, thank you very much.”
“Well, if you decide to retire and leave the city, please promise that you’ll give someone the recipe so we don’t have to live another day without them.  Do you know how empty and terrible our lives were before them?”
It’s hilarious seeing him banter with Mari.  Especially with her being a Wyrdling.  She’s the first I’ve ever seen, and watching her interact with Darian is incredible.  I haven’t seen her talk to anyone else like that, though.
She glances at Cole and then at me.  “Enjoy your evening, and if you need anything, don’t hesitate to send your friend to come find me.”
Darian grins at her, but Cole nods, a twinkle in his eye.  They’re happy here.  Somehow, after what feels like a lifetime, tonight is the first time that I truly feel like everyone is happy at the same time.  Like for this one night, everything is right.
Cole pours a cup of coffee for me and pushes the small cup and saucer to me before getting one of the dipping sticks out for himself.  I follow suit, and surprisingly, notice that Darian is glancing at Mari instead of paying attention to the food.  Lee elbows him in the ribs, and he glares at his sister.
“So they’re dipping sticks?” I ask as I pick one of the long, thin pieces of bread up.  A spiral winds its way down the length of it, one half a honeyed color and the other half a dull red.  At first, I expect it to be just a design choice like so many things in Draenyth.  Especially with how the Firelight Café is centralized between the Keep of Flames and the Keep of Earth.
I watch as Cole breaks an end off the long stick with a crack and then dips it into the black coffee.  He stirs it slowly, his eyes catching my glance, and I move to do the same thing.  The bread snaps in my hand with a satisfying crunch, and I move to swirl it around the coffee.
The table’s quiet as we all focus on our food and drink, and then when Cole puts his stir-stick in his mouth, I do the same.  I had thought that chocolate was magical.  This is something else entirely.
The tart flavors of raspberry and almost sickly sweet, burned sugar mix with the bitterness of the coffee and turn into this perfect blend of a sweet treat.  It’s unlike anything I’ve had before, in Draenyth or Blackgrove.  It seems decadent, yet normal.  Unlike the chocolate that I still can barely describe, this is just a brilliant and very delicious variety of sweet bread.
I love it.  “What do you think?” Darian asks.
“Delightful.  I understand why she’s still alive.”  And everyone laughs some more.  I feel like I could get behind late nights like this.  
I can’t remember ever sitting around a fire at night with Aunt Prudence or Uncle Trevor.  Even Hazel was never so blatantly happy as this while she was just eating.
Cole, Darian, and Lee are unapologetically joyful tonight.  It’s just one of those nights that you don’t forget.  It’s a side of my friends and Draenyth I hadn’t known about, and maybe one I’d like to spend more time getting to know.  If this place is here, then how many other places with this energy are there?
And how do I convince Cole to smile like this more often?
We laugh and eat and drink until the coffee and dipping sticks are gone.  The minutes turn into almost two hours.  Finally, Cole sighs and stands up.  “It’s about time that we get to sleep.”  I’d normally blame him for ruining the fun by being grumpy, but he hasn’t been, and I’m getting tired as well.
“Tomorrow, I have to learn to dance,” I say.  It makes Darian and Lee grin.  I glance at Cole, who’s grinning even wider than the twins.  “Stay here for a few.  I want to go thank Mari.  I…” I pause, not knowing how to explain my feelings.  It’s so strange to have seen a Wyrdling in this world who seems to have a good life.
“Go,” Cole says knowingly.  Maybe I don’t need to explain.  “We’ll wait.  But don’t take too long.”
I nod to him and walk back toward the door to the actual bakery.  I’ve seen several people walk through that doorway to get Mari, so I expect her to be inside.  When I step inside the stone building, I’m hit by a wave of heat.  For one woman, there’s so much happening in here.  Dipping sticks in various stages of assembly and cooking are resting nearly everywhere.  Other baked goods, like tiny fried cakes and cream cheese stuffed pastries, sit on shelves waiting to be ordered.
Wooden tables and cabinets are everywhere, and nearly every surface is in use.  Some are for holding finished goods; others are for unfinished goods, and still others for holding ingredients.  Nothing is labeled.
Mari isn’t anywhere to be seen.  I do my best not to touch any of the surfaces since I’m sure it’s all covered in flour.  On the opposite wall, there’s another door to the back garden that’s slightly open.
I hear a scuffling and a shriek.  I don’t know why, but I know something’s wrong.  I’ve felt so overwhelmed by the sounds and feelings of the city since I got here, but on a quiet night with so few people around, all my hunter’s senses come back.
There isn’t a doubt in my mind that Mari is in danger.  I don’t hesitate, picking up a bread knife on the way to the door.  I throw the door open so hard that it bangs against the wall.
I see something from a nightmare.  Three harpies that are different from my memories.  Rather than sand-colored wings, they’re covered in black feathers and look like they’re related to ravens.  The hooked talons on their hands look just as deadly as the ones in Blackgrove did.  The smell is just as revolting, and even if I hadn’t seen them when I stepped into the garden, I’d have known simply by the scent.
Three harpies.  A rematch.  Mari’s bleeding on the ground, and I know I was the intended target.  How many times had Cole said that someone would try to assassinate me?  How many times did I worry about someone trying to hurt me tonight?
Why would anyone hurt Mari?  To get her to spill her secret bread recipe?  Doubtful.  No, they were looking for a Wyrdling with brown hair and found Mari while I was on the other side of the building.
When the door crashes against the building, all three harpies turn to me, and I know I have two options.  One, to keep their attention long enough that they don’t have time to finish the job of killing Mari or two, get Cole and possibly leave them enough time to kill her.
My heartbeat slows, my body getting calmer, and it feels so similar to when I’d hunted.  I’m prepared to fight, but I’m not afraid.  It’s a drastic difference compared to the first time I saw harpies.
They look at me, and I know they’re recognizing that there’s a second Wyrdling with brown hair.  I don’t give them time to decide.  I rush them, trying to remember anything I can about wielding a single dagger from my training with Cole.
One raises her arm, a movement I know precedes magic, and I position the steel blade between us.  The wind that erupts from her fingers speeds toward me.  It dissipates harmlessly as it touches my blade.  Just like always, the magic is drawn into the steel, and I smile as I take the last few steps toward them.  The harpies rise on black wings, swarming me as they did that night in Blackgrove.
This time, I’m used to things that move faster than me.  I watch as they shift and move, and I remember how poorly they reacted when I’d charged them in the Tilted Mug.  Wielding only a bread knife, I sprint toward them.  The center one I’m racing towards flies upward.  The one on the left swoops toward my feet, and the one on the right tries to fly around me.
They all move so slowly, though.  I’m used to Cole’s speed.  I’m used to lightning, and these are like fighting humans.  I jump, clearing the one trying to sweep at my feet.  She tries to swing her talons at my legs, but her arms don’t bend that way.  The bread knife slices into the leg of the one flying upward in a wild slice, and the creature flies high, screeching as it does.
As soon as my feet touch the ground, I spin and leap backward, putting myself between the harpies and Mari.
The one that was trying to get behind me is almost on me.  As she lashes out with her talons, I roll toward her, my bread knife coming up when I’m inches away from her.  The knife’s dull tip doesn’t stab into her belly like I’d wanted it to, but the serrated edge does a good job of leaving a deep slice from her belly to her collarbone.
Her shriek is even louder, and her talons dig into my back.  I hiss in pain, but it comes out of a smile.  I’ve been stabbed and sliced by talons just like these, and they don’t compare to the wounds Cole’s given me during training.  No broken bones.  Just a few cuts and stabs.  Now it can’t fly with its talons stuck in my back.
The tip of the bread knife is dull, but when I use all of my strength to ram it into the harpy’s jaw, it does the trick.  I feel the steel blade slide through the soft tissue until it hits bone.  Immediately, I yank it out, and the harpy goes limp, its talons slipping out of me.
Black blood sprays everywhere, coating me in the foul-smelling liquid, but I turn to face the one I’d leaped over.  Its claws are already in motion, swiping the air where I should be, but I’m already charging it.  The harpy is built like a bird, and lighter than it should be.  Instead of the hundred and fifty or two hundred pound creature I expect, it’s barely more than a hundred.
When I hit it in the legs, it tumbles to the ground, all of its balance lost.  One of its talons cuts me across the shoulder, but it’s nowhere near bad enough to matter.  I want to leap at it, to drive the steel bread knife into its spine, but the other living harpy is back from its retreat.
All of this has happened in seconds.  It’s nearly as fast as when harpies attacked me in Blackgrove and Cole saved me.  
I glare at it as it hovers over its brethren, hate in those unseeing pupil-less eyes.  The cuts on my back where the harpy had sunk those talons in are burning.  It was a long day of training, and while a lot of my wounds have healed, my muscles are still far beyond exhausted.
I brandish the knife in front of me and wish that I had a good spear.  That’d make this whole affair simple.  And then I hear, “Of course,” from behind me.
I turn to see Cole stepping out from the bakery door just as I had, except that he’s not in any rush.  He glances at me and grins, and then he looks at the harpy in front of me, and the grin turns into seriousness.
The look he gives me isn’t one of concern he’d have given me when I first met him.  Even when we were in Aerwyn, he wouldn’t have trusted me to fight harpies.  But now?  Now he knows that I’m capable of defending myself.
“It’s too bad you killed one,” he says.  For the first time, I see murder in his eyes.  It’s not the hate he has for his father.  No, this is more than that.  This is a desire to cause pain.  To be like his father.
A sadist’s smile spreads across his face.  He leaps toward the one that’s flying.  His sword moves so fast that I can’t keep up.  A handful of blows, and the harpy falls to the ground.  The one that had fallen before is trying to get up, and he’s not fast this time.  No, with agonizing slowness, he makes two deep cuts down her back where her wings connect, ripping the muscle apart.
She still gets up, her talons scratching the paving stones, and she shrieks as loud as she can at Cole.  Her wings hang limp as if she can’t raise them.  He just reaches out a hand, and her feathers begin burning.  Starting at the tips, the tiny individual fires feed on the feathers until they’re singeing her skin.  She shrieks again, and then the fires go out.
He steps toward the standing harpy, the other still laying on the ground in pain, and he holds up a hand.  “You will never fly again.  You will live the rest of your miserable existence like this.  No feathers.  No wings.  A harpy that cannot take to the skies.”
His skin turns shiny like stone, and he reaches out to her, wrapping his hand around her neck.  I expect him to kill her, to turn her to ash as he did the one in Blackgrove.  Instead… he heals her.  All the scorch marks on her skin fade.  Her skin heals where he’d cut her.  Cole permanently heals the cauterized feathers and the sliced tendons and ligaments in her back.  Immortals can heal incredible wounds so fast, but once those wounds have healed and scarred over, there’s no fixing it, just like Cole’s scars.
She scratches at him, screeching over and over, but it does nothing.  His skin is far too hard to be wounded by her talons.  He just stares into those pupil-less eyes and smiles at her as she finally gives up and her arms hang limp at her side, just like her wings.  Then he shoves her and steps next to the harpy I’d knocked over and hadn’t gotten up.  Without hesitation, he brings his sword down on its neck, decapitating her.
“You’ll be alone and unable to fly.  No sisters and no access to the sky.  This is what you get for attacking my betrothed.  Now leave, or I’ll give you eternally broken legs as well.”  She looks at us, glances down at the dead harpies that lay on the ground, and there are no shrieks of defiance.  There’s no fight left in her.
And then she walks away, her wings dragging along the ground behind her, catching on everything they touch, and I feel nothing but sadness for the creature.
Cole looks at the two harpies lying on the ground, and when he raises his hand, they burst into flame, burning white hot, and seconds later, the fire is extinguished, and nothing but ash is left.  In the meantime, I go to Mari, who’s laying on the ground bleeding from a hundred cuts.  It’s exactly what I’d have looked like if Cole hadn’t broken down my door in the Tilted Mug.
“What do we do for her?” I ask.  
“She’s a Wyrdling.  She’ll heal,” Lee says from behind us.
I turn to Cole.  “You healed the harpy.  Why couldn’t you heal Mari?”
He grits his teeth and shakes his head.  “Because no one can know about that.  I wasn’t thinking.  I was just so angry… No, Mari will be fine with a couple of days of rest.”  All of us look down at her.  Blood runs from her face and arms and hands where the harpies slashed her repeatedly.
He’ll let her deal with pain for two days to keep a secret.  One that I don’t even understand.  And, I don’t argue at all.  “Then let’s clear everyone out and help clean her wounds up.  She may heal, but she doesn’t need to wake up covered in blood.”
Cole goes back to the patio to send everyone home, and Darian and Lee go inside to get rags and basins.  I stay by her side in case she wakes up.
Tonight had been so carefree.  I’d felt like this could be home, but then all this happened.  Death and destruction.  The first Wyrdling I’ve met nearly died because I was here.  She’d almost died because of my connection to Cole.
I think I finally understand what he meant when he said Darian and Lee were his weaknesses.  How I was one of them now.
Now I know that anyone that matters to me is likely to be hurt, too.  I’ve fallen into this conflict, and unless I do something soon, I’m going to have a target painted on my back just as much as Cole does.  These aren’t the last assassins I’ll meet, and the next time, it won’t just be harpies.
The smallest grin imaginable crosses my lips.  They’ll need to send more than harpies next time because harpies are no match for me, even if all I have is a bread knife.  If I’d had my spear, they’d never have touched me.






  
  Chapter 38


The prince let Brenna escape.  I know he did it on purpose.  She was the reason we attacked the House of Shadows in the first place.  Now she is in the wind, and I must wait for Casimir to pass the Crown before I can return him to the darkness.  I hate that I must do this, but there aren’t any other options.  The Thrones are failing, 
and I am the only one who can fix this.~King Gethin, personal journals


After the assassination attempt, training becomes the focus of Cole and my lives.  Darian and Lee flit in and out of our days, but I can tell that they’re trying not to interfere.  Every moment from sunrise until sunset seems filled with Cole trying to teach me how to succeed in some new environment that I’m unprepared for. 
We start each day by flying far into the forest and training with spear and shadow against his sword and flames and body reshaping skills.  Immolation still seems to be the bane of my existence, but Cole explains that simply surviving long enough for it to exhaust my opponent is one of the best ways to deal with it.  Most House of Flame members can only hold on to immolation for a few minutes.
And always, I’m reminded that regardless of how much more powerful I am now compared to when I started, I’m not nearly strong enough yet.  I can’t relax.  I can’t waste even a single moment of practice.
Then we head back to the Keep of Flames, and we meet with Nevan.  Nevan is the only person on his father’s staff that Cole trusts completely.  He teaches me to dance with Cole because I’m required to dance at the ball the night before I sneak in to see Calyr.  Dancing at a ball.  Something that I had never imagined in a thousand years.
That was Hazel’s dream, not mine.  And every moment that I stand here under Nevan’s eye is another moment that makes me want to scream.  Burn me; cut me.  I can handle pain.  But dancing?  Dancing is the truest form of torture.
Nevan sits at a grand piano in an empty ballroom.  Silk sheets hang from the ceiling almost twenty feet above us, gently swaying in the stale air.  The air is so still here, a ballroom that seems to have been completely forgotten about as a separate one is being prepared for the dance in two days.  Only the three of us are here, the ivory sounds of the piano playing in three-fourth’s time.
I have to admit that the music is beautiful and Nevan is an incredible musician.  Haunting and entrancing, it seems to take root inside me, and I have a hard time focusing on the steps.  Which may be why I can’t stop stepping on Cole’s feet.
I grit my teeth as my toes land on Cole’s for the umpteenth time this song.  His hand pulls me, unflinching, as he spins me in the Virelle.  And I step on his toes again.
“That’s it!” I shout and pull away.  “I cannot dance.  That’s all there is to it.”
Cole chuckles, but Nevan just blinks.  “Maeve,” Cole says softly.  “You just need to practice.  No different from training to fight.  You’re trying to do something difficult in a very short time.”
I shake my head.  “No.  This is stupid.  Why do I need to dance at all?”
Cole’s look tells me the same thing that he’s told me many times already.  Yes.  You must dance.  Yes.  You must dance well.
“Just break my legs and say that I was clumsy.  It’ll be worth it to never stand on a dance floor again.”
“No.  Now do it again,” Cole says.  I snarl at him, but he ignores me.  I clasp his hand and wrap my arm around his shoulder, just like I’m supposed to.  This is the way we deal with training elsewhere.  He’s stern.  I snarl.  He’s uncompromising.  I eventually do as he says.  It works just fine.
But for dancing, I don’t know how many more times I can fail at the simplest thing.  I thought that being weak was frustrating, but that was because it was like being a child in a world of adults.  This… I feel like there’s no way to improve.  Like I’m built wrong.  Like a fish trying to fly.
Nevan’s fingers dance along the keys as lightly as I should dance along the polished marble floor.  Even the simplest beginning steps are terrible.  I’m counting in my head as Cole stares at me, just like he’d stared into the fire the entire trip to Draenyth.  He’s doing his absolute best to make no reaction.
Solemn.  He acts like this is life or death.  It’s just dancing.  Why is Cole making it seem like it’s the most important thing I’ve ever done?  Just let me step on a few random nobles’ toes, and they’ll stop asking me to dance.  Maybe that can be our secret weapon.  I can break all the nobles’ toes and then they won’t be able to fight us.
But when I suggested that, both Cole and Nevan looked at me like that was crazier than setting all the guests on fire.  Which, maybe it is in the Keep of Flames…
The song isn’t anything like the traveling musicians that came through Blackgrove.  Then again, the sound of a piano is unusual in itself.  Maybe that’s the issue.  I don’t feel like the music makes sense.
I’m supposed to be counting.  The music weaves its way into me, caressing me and making me want to add another half step.  One, two, three.  One, two, three.  But the music doesn’t feel like that.  It’s as bad as when Cole was trying to teach me to use daggers.  They just didn’t make sense to me.
Like writing with my left hand.
I step on his toes again, and I see the flicker of anger on Cole’s lips before it’s gone.  Just the slightest change from that cold, emotionless mask he’d put on.
I pull away and close my eyes.  “Just wait a minute.”  There’s no sound as I stand there, my eyes closed, and I remember the other times I’ve danced.  Even as children, we’d gone to Midsummer festivals in Blackgrove.  It was the one festival that I’d always been allowed to go to because it was a celebration of wildness.  The music had played, and we’d danced, and it had been fun.
Vesta had taught Hazel and me.  It differed from when Aunt Prudence had taught Hazel the court dances.  It was free and frantic and fun, and the Virelle is nothing like that.  Maybe that’s the problem.  Like why daggers were so difficult.  They weren’t the spear.
“Cole, I have a strange thought.”  He looks at me, not sure if I’m going to have yet another unacceptable outburst or if I have an actual solution to this dancing problem.
I bite my lip for a second before saying, “I know how to dance.  It’s just not this kind.”
He frowns.  “What kind of dance do you know?  Maybe you’re right.  Maybe we can show you how to translate that knowledge to this.”
I purse my lips as I try to think about what Vesta had taught us.  It was so long ago that she showed us and explained the steps.  “I don’t know the name.  How about I show you?”
He nods, a look of excitement on his face.  “Go for it.  It’s always easier to teach someone the sword after they know how to use another weapon as long as I can frame it in the language of the other weapon.  I’m sure it’s the same for dancing.”
The movements flash through my mind, steps I’ve done so many times at the Midsummer Festivals, but thinking about the exact steps without music is strange.  My body doesn’t seem to know how to move without music to go along with it.  I try humming one of the songs they play at all the festivals, but it’s not enough.
When I look at Cole with hopeful eyes, he’s staring at me and shaking his head.  Nevan has a similar expression on his face.  That’s not going to work.  It was a good idea, but..  
Then I know what to do.  “Can you have Sia come here and put an image in your head from my memory?  I’m sure you’d know the dance if you saw someone do it with music.”
He nods.  “That’s clever, Maeve.  I’ll go get her.  We’re running out of time, and the best way to go unnoticed—something we desperately need to do—is to dance well.”
I’m not entirely sure why it’s so important that we don’t make a scene, but Cole seems intent on it.
When he walks away, I’m left with Nevan, who is ever the silent watcher.  This time, though, he speaks.  “Master Cole seems… relieved, Lady Maeve.  I don’t know if you’ve recognized it yet, but you should.  He is not known to be so patient.”
I can’t disguise the frown on my face.  It’s something else that I have to work on.  “He’s relieved?  I feel like he’s constantly on edge, like there’s always something he’s worried about.”
“That’s just who Cole Cyrus is,” Nevan intones in that reptilian voice, each “s” sound coming out as a hiss.  “I’ve watched him since he was a boy, Lady.  He was raised to focus entirely on his goals.  It’s partly who he was born to be and partly who he was trained to be.  There’s no pulling him away from his focus, but he has smiled because of you, Lady Maeve.  While at home in the one place in the world where he is not the most powerful person.  His father may not believe that his betrothal to you is a good thing, but I am here to say that it is the best thing that’s happened to him in many, many years.”
This conversation is the most I’ve heard Nevan speak since we came to Draenyth almost three weeks ago.  “I didn’t know,” I say softly.  Then there are the soft sounds of two sets of footsteps in the hallway.  I don’t know how Cole could have moved that quickly.  And… neither set of those footsteps moves with Cole’s normal rhythm.
I turn to look, not sure what to expect, but it certainly isn’t what I see.  Rhion and a collared slave.  A short and stocky female with a long beard that’s been braided with feathers and beads.  She’s a dwarf.  They’re the House of Steel’s servants, like the sylphs served the House of Shadows and the salamanders serve the House of Flame.  She stands proudly at Rhion’s side, even though her eyes are barely higher than waist level on the Prince of Steel.  The steel ring around her neck marks her as a “slave”, yet she looks just as proud as Nevan.
“Prince Rhion,” Nevan says, standing up straight and bowing to the man that I’ve only seen once.  A mountain of a man that I’m barely chest high to.  Wearing a silver riding coat that shines like metal in the chandelier’s light and a pair of black pants, he looks like he’s come for a business meeting.  
I’m wearing something very similar to my traveling clothes, a white linen shirt and pants.  They’re clothes that are comfortable to train in, just like every day.  They’re not clothes that are meant for going out in public.
Rhion completely ignores Nevan as he walks toward me, a curled smile on his lips.  “Lady Maeve.  The courts are absolutely buzzing about you and Prince Cole’s betrothal.  The first truly insane thing that he’s done.  Promising himself to a Wyrdling barely more powerful than a human.  A waste of an alliance.”
He looks down at me like he’s appraising me, like a man would look at a horse his neighbor had just bought.  “What are you doing here, Rhion?” I ask.  “You know Cole won’t be happy with you talking to me without him present.”
“My father is meeting with King Casimir.  I’ve spent many afternoons in the Keep of Flames over the centuries, so when I caught an unusual scent, I followed it.  Here you are, just as I’d hoped.”
He reaches out, his movements faster than I’d expected, and he grips my chin between his thumb and index finger.  I react instinctively when I can’t pull back, his fingers acting like a vise.  My hand goes to the belt knife that I carry everywhere.  It’s out of its sheath and moving through the air faster than Rhion expects.
The blade cuts across his wrist, and he doesn’t move.  His eyes sharpen just a little as a river of blood runs down his forearm to his elbow, where it drips to the floor.  “The little kitty has claws,” he murmurs.  “It’s a good thing that I like it when they struggle.”
Inside me, the lightning flares to life in a way that I can’t remember it moving before.  It’s almost painful not taking my ring off.  My knife flashes again and again, turning Rhion’s thick arm bright red, but he only smiles, his fingers not moving or releasing me.
Then every cut heals in an instant and only the blood that coats his arm is left to tell the tale of what happened.  “I see your betrothed hasn’t explained what the House of Steel is capable of.”
Those steel-gray eyes flash with excitement as he releases me and whirls around in a single moment.  His arm raises as a wickedly curved dark steel blade comes down where his neck had just been.  The blade clangs against stone covered skin, and Cole growls in rage.
Rhion’s attention is completely focused on Cole, and that lightning inside me yearns to come out.  I could take that ring off.  I could let the shadows crawl up Rhion’s body and no amount of stone skin could protect him from becoming nothing.
Do not do that.  Sia’s voice is in my mind.  You will die.  Anyone from the House of Shadows is wanted and will be executed.
Fine.  I won’t kill him like that.  Instead, I’ll kill him another way.  Cole swings his blade around, but Rhion’s skin along his neck turns into stone right where Cole’s blade is going to hit.  As the black steel bounces off, the skin turns back to normal flesh.
Then Rhion lashes out, a stone-covered fist moves through the air toward Cole’s face, but Cole dances out of the way.
That’s when I act.  The belt knife in my hand is just as fast as Cole and Rhion, except that neither of them expects me to do anything.  When that knife slides through his spine, his legs give out, sending him sprawling onto the marble.  Even Cole gapes at me.
The blade is lodged directly in his spine, and the steel keeps him from healing the wound.  Rhion screams in pain and tries to reach around to remove the knife from his back, but those bulky muscles won’t let him bend enough.
“Stop moving,” Cole says as he presses his sword against Rhion’s back right below the knife.  Rhion stops.  Tension fills the room as Cole stands over the Prince of Steel.  “You found yourself in the same room as my betrothed without me present.  Then you touched her, and when she obviously tried to make you stop, you continued.  I have every right in the world to kill you right now, Rhion.”
When I look at Cole, there’s no confusing the fury in that face.  If flames were powered by anger, this entire building would be destroyed.  Yet, his voice is calm.
He’s more angry and more focused than the night the harpies were sent to assassinate me.  Maybe it’s because Rhion could have done the job had he tried to, and the harpies never had a chance.
“I wouldn’t have done anything.  I was just playing with your little Wyrdling pet.”  The words that slip from his mouth make me want to stab him again, but if anyone’s going to decide what to do with Rhion, it’ll be Cole.  I have no idea what the consequences would be for killing or even hurting the Prince of Steel.
“It’s a good thing that you hadn’t.  Otherwise, I’d be honor-bound to kill you and start a war that neither of our family wants or needs.”  Well, that explains what those repercussions would be.  “Rhion, I don’t know why you would think to come here, in my home, and try to play with my betrothed.  Do you have a death wish?”
“No.  I…”  He grimaces, and I can see the knife slowly beginning to be pushed out of his spine.  I consider pulling it out, but Cole shakes his head at me.  “I was trying to find you.  I found your pet instead, and I was just playing.  Your servant will tell you I didn’t hurt her.”
Cole bends down and pulls the dagger from Rhion’s back, wipes the blood on Rhion’s tunic, and then hands it to me.  Only a few seconds later, Rhion’s climbing to his feet, a wide smile on his lips.
It’s not leveled at Cole, though.  “For a Wyrdling, you’re quick with that little thing.”  I don’t return the smile, and he looks back at Cole.  “We should talk.  Soon.  Things are happening, and… and I think that there are going to be a lot of debts called in.”
He holds up his wrist, and I catch sight of a thin black tally mark.  Not daring to say the name of who he owes that debt to, he says, “Be ready because I’ve heard my father in his study.  War is coming, and if there was ever a time to call in debts, it’ll be now.  I don’t know whose side he’ll choose, but the possibility of him swaying the tides of this war is very likely.”
Cole holds Rhion’s gaze for a moment and then nods to him.  Rhion’s seriousness turns into another wide smile as he looks down at me.  “Good seeing you again, Wyrdling.  You might want a bigger blade next time.”
“I don’t see why.  You were the one who was looking death in the eye for a few moments there.  I think my blade worked just fine.”
He grins again and gives Cole a nod before walking out of the ballroom with his slave in tow.
The entire conversation catches up with me all at once.  I blink and look at Cole for a moment before I grab his hand and turn it over.  Right there, somehow unseen this entire time, there’s a thin black tally mark.  Cole Cyrus owes the Shade a debt.  I look into his eyes.  “You don’t trust me?  Yet you owe him too?”
He stares back at me, his eyes growing harder.  “Have I let anything bad happen to you, Maeve?”
“No.  But,” I say, but he stops me.
“No.  I haven’t.  I won’t let anything happen to you.  It would break me.  Do you understand what that means?  If someone, anyone, were to force me to do something that would hurt you, I simply wouldn’t do it.  And I’d probably kill that person.”
Cole shifts, his hand moving to his wrist, and for the first time, I see him rub the tally mark, just as I do so often.  A movement that seems strange on him.
I stare at him.  The punishment for breaking an agreement with the Shade is death.  Even if you kill the Shade, if you break the agreement, you die as well.  That’s how magical oaths work.  Everyone, including humans, knows that.
“You can trust me, Maeve.  But can I trust you?”
I stare down at the proof of my own oaths.  The little marks on my wrist that I’d almost forgotten about.  Would I die instead of let him get hurt?  The question hangs over me like a shroud.  That is the reason he doesn’t trust me.  Because I don’t know if I’d die to keep him safe.
Instead of answering him, I ask him a different question.  “You know what I received in return for my debts.  What was so valuable that you offered your life in exchange?”
He looks past me.  “I was given purpose.  I was given a chance to heal the wounds that I created.”  Purpose?  That doesn’t sound like something you’d ask the Shade for.
While I’m still trying to puzzle it out, Sia says, Did you wish for me to show Master Cole what dance you remembered?
Oh.  Right.  That’s what we were doing.  I nod to her, and it’s only a few seconds later that Cole laughs.  Yes, he bursts out laughing.  After all the serious talk about debts and a bucket of Rhion’s blood on the floor, Cole feels as light as a feather.
“Of course you can’t dance the Virelle.  You learned the Brandle when you were still a child.  How many times have you danced like that?”
I shrug.  “Every Midsummer ceremony.  Just like Vesta taught me and Hazel.”  That’s when it clicks.  It’s Midsummer.  The day after the ball.  “Wait.  Cole, is the event you have to go to a Midsummer ceremony?  Is that what this is all about?”
He looks at me, and I notice everyone in the room turn to me, as though my question is a surprise.  Now that I think about it, it’s a little strange that I haven’t wondered about what the event was.
“Yes,” Cole says solemnly after a moment’s hesitation.  “The event I’m going to is only for nobles, though.  It’s supposed to be an honor to be invited to it, but I’d prefer if I could skip it.  Luckily for you, no one will expect you to attend.”
The chance to meet with Calyr.  The reason we’ve been practicing so much with shadows the past few days.  Cole thinks that I may have to use them to get through the Keep’s guards.
“Anyway,” Cole says, breaking the tension, “the Brandle is in four-four time.  If that’s the only dance you’ve ever done, then that’s the issue.  Your head just needs to spend more time moving.  It’s not that you can’t dance; it’s that you can’t dance in three-fourths time.  And that’s just a matter of practice.  Let me go get some sticks…”
And he runs off, leaving me with Sia and Nevan, both of whom are grinning.  When they’re away from the rest of the nobility, with only Cole and me, it seems like they don’t worry so much about the expected cold masks.
It can only be explained by how they both seem to trust Cole.  They don’t trust the rest of the nobility, though.  
“This is Master Cole’s way,” Nevan says.  “Even as a child, he would find something to focus on, some solution to a child’s problem, and there was no way to pull him away.  Food and drink and his studies didn’t matter until he’d finished what he’d set out to do.  You should have been there the day that he decided he was going to teach Lady Ainslee how to climb a tree.  They’d spent two entire days hunting for the perfect tree for her to learn on.  You couldn’t have found a more serious and excited Immortal in all of Draenyth.”
And for the first time, I see a smile on Nevan’s face.  The scaled face that has been so cold and emotionless every time that I’ve spoken to him.  Even more than the other Immortals in Draenyth.  But as soon as he started talking about children, especially Cole, it’s like the handcuffs were removed from his emotions.
I ask the question that I haven’t had the courage to talk to anyone about except Cole.  “Nevan, when the Houses of Shadows and Earth were broken, and then no more Immortal children were born, people knew the cause, didn’t they?”
Nevan nods slowly but doesn’t respond with any words.  The smile fades immediately now that we’re on a more serious topic.  “Why didn’t anyone try to fix it?  People try to become stronger.  It’s an innate need in a world as dangerous as the one we live in, so I understand why they attacked.  At a certain point, you have to accept that you messed up, and you have to fix things, don’t you?  Even people who crave that power should know that killing the world in pursuit of it is the wrong decision.  Right?”
Nevan blinks but doesn’t answer.  Lord Casimir Cyrus does not care what happens to the world.  He only cares for what happens to his House, and if he had not allied himself with King Gethin, then he would have been targeted first.  The House of Flame is weakest against the House of Steel, and King Gethin was going to war whether Lord Casimir had joined him or not.  Lord Casimir doesn’t know how to get out of the situation he’s in.  For an Immortal who has lived for many thousands of years, thirty years with no children in Draenyth barely concerns him.
Sia has learned how to be forgotten almost immediately, but when her words flow through my head, they make sense.  And are honest.  She must have told Nevan the same things because I see what can only be the shimmer of a tear in those reptilian eyes.  Then it’s gone, and he’s acting like the excellent butler that he is.
“That is a question that only a noble such as your betrothed would have appropriate answers for.  I don’t pretend to know the effects of things such as war.” He spreads his hands and gives a bow of the head.  “I’m simply a butler.”
The correct answer.  The one that Casimir would approve of.  More importantly, the one that wouldn’t have him killed or brutalized.  These two had lived within this world where pain and death were always just one mistaken comment away.
“I’ll have to ask Cole then,” I say, understanding the need to brush the discussion away.  And as if saying his name had summoned him, he walks into the room with two thin wooden sticks in his hands and a wide smile on his face.
“Now, let’s try this again,” he says with more enthusiasm than I’ve seen since we started attempting to dance.  I take a deep breath and give him a nod, even though I have no idea what he expects to do with those sticks.
“Nevan is going to play the song.  You’re going to move to the rhythm as if we were dancing, but I want you to listen to me instead of Nevan.  I’m going to be beating the rhythm much louder than the piano.  Does that make sense?”
I can’t help but look at the man that has changed everything in my world and give him a wide grin.  He wasn’t there when my life originally changed, but he’s been there every step of the way afterward.  And now he’s going to force me to learn to dance in a ballroom, something that I’d never imagined possible.
I’ve seen him do terrible things.  Murder means nothing to him.  Ruining the harpy’s life rather than killing her was far crueler than I would have been.  He is just as much a High Fae as his father, but there is so much kindness in him.  And he’s trying to carry the very world on his shoulders.
Yet, when I close my eyes at night, it’s not always him I see.  Even when he softly snores beside me.  Sometimes, it’s the Shade and the dark power he wields.  The way he’s tempted me and touched me in ways that terrify and excite me.
I’m betrothed to Cole and indebted to the Shade, and I know that at some point, I’m going to have to choose a side.  And I don’t know which one I’ll follow.
One day, the Shade is going to force my hand, and Rhion’s words only bring the issue to the forefront of my mind.  But it’s not today, and today, I’m going to enjoy being tortured by dancing.
“It won’t ever make sense, but let’s do it anyway,” I say with a grin.
I glance down at the blood that’s still wet on the floor from Rhion.  Something that none of us have even bothered to address.  The Prince of Steel was almost killed right here only a few minutes ago, and we’re going right back to dancing lessons.  That’s what my life has become.
One where dancing takes priority over the emotions of having been in a life or death fight with an Immortal.  We completely brushed over the fact that Cole owes a debt to the Shade.  And that the Shade will probably begin calling in debts.  That a war is coming and Rhion wanted to warn Cole.
Everything that’s been building is about to come crashing down in a crescendo, and while Cole seems to have it all under control, I can see things slipping.  I can see that he’s just a little late.  That he doesn’t have as much knowledge as he needs.  We’re moving in the right direction, but can we move fast enough?
And what exactly is causing it all to build so quickly?
Cole will only have one answer: trust him.  And I do trust him.  More than anyone.






  
  Chapter 39


I should envy Calyr.  Only he, of the five of us, will survive this.  Only he will slumber instead of return to the darkness.  I don’t.  My wife waits for me, and nothing would give me more joy than to hear her song again.~Sidon the Strong, A History of Magic and Dragons


The scent of spiced amber is everywhere, and my body craves it.  My eyes flash open as I realize how loudly that steady drumbeat is sounding in my ears.  Fear rolls through me when I think about how strong my shadows might be, but when I look down at my fingers, only the thinnest tendrils of inky darkness flow from them. 
I let out a sigh of relief, and it’s only then that I realize why everything smells like Cole.  His body is pressed against mine, his arm wrapped around me.  His naked chest peaks over the blanket as he softly snores beside me, and I want to lie back and drown in that scent.
In him.
His hand moves from my ribs, drifting lower until his fingers dig into my hip, and it takes everything in me to control the urges that well up inside me.  Urges that would make wearing my mother’s ring completely useless because I’d smother the room in darkness.
Yet, I don’t push him away.  The way his hand feels against my hip is something I’ve wanted so many times.  If only it were against my skin instead of my undertunic.
I can’t stop my hips from shifting just a little, though.  That seems to be enough to wake Cole up because his hand clings tighter to me.  He lets out a soft groan, and his hand moves between my legs.  Exactly like I’d wanted him to.  I can’t stop the gasp from slipping out.
And then his hand’s gone.  His eyes open, and shock fills his face.  “I’m so sorry,” he whispers.  “I was having a dream…”
I’m having a hard time not begging him to put his hand back.  To lift my undertunic off my body.  To…
No.  I can’t.  The longer I’ve been here and the more I’ve used my powers, the more I know that if he were to do anything more than that briefest touch, that we’d have House of Flame guards breaking down the door to capture me.
“It’s okay,” I whisper, my heart doing its very best to beat out of my chest.  “I wasn’t complaining.”
His eyes are dilated, and when he sits up, I notice the tent he’s making in the blanket.  It’s not the first time I’ve noticed it, either.  He stands up, the soft linen pants doing hardly anything to hide his arousal from me, and he quickly turns away.  Going straight to the privy, he leaves me alone in bed.  Alone with so much desire that it’s hard to even move.
My fingertips are bleeding black, but somehow, I’m keeping it from becoming enough to alert any guards.  I try to think of anything.  Of training.  Of the fact that I have to go to that dance tomorrow night.  That I have been away from home for nearly three months at this point.  That I don’t know how Hazel is doing.
Anything to not think about Cole’s hands pressed between my legs.  Damn that male for making me want him so much just by being him.
He steps back into the room, a sheepish look on his face as he looks at me.  “Sorry,” he mutters.
I shake my head, very glad that he can’t see my arousal like I could see his when he stood up.  I roll out of bed.  Except that he can, and he is staring at it.  The thin lines of inky shadows that run from my fingertips to the floor and disappear, my mother’s ring doing its best to contain the power that’s desperate to leave my body.
He says nothing, but we both know what those lines of shadows mean.  “I have to spend some time with Rhion, King Gethin, and my father today, so no training.  I think you’re ready.  The dancing.  The fighting.  The magic.  We’ve already discussed the way to get to Calyr in depth.  I’ll be gone until around lunchtime, and then we can spend a bit of time relaxing.  Or maybe I can get you that armor.”
I smirk.  “We both know I’m better without the armor, Cole.  But I wouldn’t mind relaxing a little.”
He chuckles.  I don’t know why, but he keeps mentioning this armor idea as if it’s a good one.  He knows I can fight with shadows just as well as I can fight with the spear, and wearing armor would be like taking away one of my weapons.  
I think it’s just because he’d rather fight me when I’m wearing armor.  I’d be slower, and he’s getting tired of getting hit.  Or maybe because the topic gets my mind away from thinking about him touching me.  Away from the dangerous emotions that I still haven’t fully learned how to control.
“Fine.  Relaxing it is.  Maybe we can go back to the Firelight Café this evening?”  And now my eyes are wandering over his naked chest.
I arch an eyebrow.  “Is Mari feeling better?”  I’ve tried to stay away from the Firelight Café since the incident with the harpies, but it’d be nice to go back.  A last night together for all of us.  After experiencing a night that began so perfectly, the chance to have another sounds like an incredible ending to our adventures together.
Which only makes me recognize how close to the end we’re coming.  The night after tomorrow is the ball.  The day after that, I meet Calyr and escape the city.
“I heard she was already back to serving coffee and baked goods.  She hired a guard or three, though, which is an excellent decision.  Draenyth is a dangerous place, and even if those harpies hadn’t confused her with you, eventually someone would have taken advantage of her inability to protect herself.”
I nod to him, glad that Cole’s trained me.  I’ll never be like Mari.  Never be helpless again.  “Let’s plan on doing that,” I say.  “Some late night coffee and dipping sticks sound amazing.  But this time, I’m convincing Darian and Lee to tell a few stories from your childhood.  I want to find out more about Young Cole.  Before you got all broody.”
He chuckles, and I finally realize just how much he’s changed since I met him.  We spent weeks on the road together, where he barely said anything to me.  Now… Well, now he’s laughing at a little joke in the morning.
“Deal,” he says.  “I’ve got to get ready, but I’ll see you around noon.  For once, Maeve, just be lazy.  Try not to stir up any trouble?”
The corner of my lip curls up.  “I promise not to go hunting for trouble.  If it finds me, I can’t do anything about that, though.”
Cole just shakes his head and starts pulling clothes out of his wardrobe.  Then he goes into the bathing room to change, and I lay back down in bed.  I can’t stop thinking about how much more I’d enjoy staying in bed with him.
My mind can’t escape the thoughts of his hands on my skin and his lips on mine.  I dream of the few times he’s kissed me and the way it’s felt to truly connect like that.  I know I shouldn’t be fantasizing about him.  It’s dangerous because of the way my shadows seem to be unconstrained when I get like this.
When he walks back into the bedroom, Cole looks wonderful.  A bright red silk shirt, black cravat, and some very tight wool pants.  His long black hair curls at the bottom and shines in the morning light.  He gives me a smile and says, “You could always take a long soak in the bath today.  No one to bother you.  Loosen up all those tight muscles.  You might enjoy it.”
I squint my eyes at him.  “What are you trying to say?  Why are you suggesting I take a bath?”
He laughs, a full-bellied, yet not out of control, laugh.  “I just like the way you feel through our bond when you bathe.  You’re… You like to think of me.  That’s all.  I’m going to miss you.  We’ve been together nearly all day, every day, for months now.  I don’t like having to leave your side, so it makes me happy knowing you’re thinking about me.”
I shrug.  “I can accept that answer.  Maybe I will take a bath.  It’s too bad you won’t be around, though…”
Cole blinks, and there’s no doubt what I’m suggesting.  I know Cole, though.  I know that there’s no way he could miss his meeting, and there’s no way he’d try to rush anything with me.  But maybe he’d enjoy a bath tonight.  Or tomorrow.  Maybe we could go somewhere else far from Draenyth, and then it wouldn’t matter if we were covered in shadows.
“You’re a damned temptress, Maeve Arden,” he says, but he’s smiling.
I just give him a wink.  “I think I enjoy tempting you, Prince Cole.  You smile more.”
He huffs and puts on a black riding coat, not giving me a response.  When he gets to the door, though, he turns back to me.  “I’ll see you around noon.  Enjoy your morning.”
Then he’s gone, and I lay back in bed.  That steady drumbeat fades after a minute, but then I think about the bath.  I think about how it’d make Cole feel through that betrothal bond if I wasn’t so worried about the shadows.  Maybe if I kept my hands under the water…
I can’t help but laugh.  He’s changed so much, but I’ve changed just as much.  Where I’d always questioned Hazel’s desire for a husband, I feel like I’m acting even more like a silly girl than she was.  At least she was worrying about her marriage.  I’m… I’m just playing with a man.
We’re having fun.  Because in three days I’m leaving Draenyth.  The thought of that burns away all thought of teasing Cole.  In three days, I’m leaving him behind.  I don’t know how I’m going to go from all of this back to my life in Blackgrove, but I need to.  The teasing and laughing and tempting…
I’m going to be a hunted woman.  I know Cole won’t be able to follow me, since everyone knows his scent.  They’d be able to find him anywhere he goes.  I shake my head.  I can mourn the loss of this life when that time comes.  I won’t waste my few days left here worrying about it.  Plus, I want Cole to feel a very different set of emotions through our bond.
“A long bath sounds wonderful,” I say to no one and roll out of bed.  Without a second thought, I pull my undertunic over my head and walk, completely naked, into the bathing room adjoining Cole’s chambers.  Unlike the first bathing room I’d used, this one has massive stained glass windows that let in plenty of light.
Steam rises from the water, filling the massive bath that’s nearly large enough to swim in.  Somehow, the Keep of Flames can constantly warm all the baths in the entire building.  They never cool off, and as I step into the water, I feel the stress and worry drain away, just like they did the first time I stepped into one.
Unlike those previous times, my mind is focused.  Not on my future or my fears.  No, today, I woke up thinking about Cole, and that hasn’t really changed.  When I close my eyes, I see him like I saw him that day by the river.
Except that in my mind he’s next to me in the bath.  His hand would move over my stomach, those rough fingertips hard against my skin.  I imagine his scent, that wonderfully spiced amber, filling the bath, rising thick above the bergamot and citrus oils that perfume the waters.  His hand would trail down my stomach to my thigh, and he’d grip it tight.  That beautiful body of his would glide in front of me, and he’d slowly spread me.
My fingers slide between my legs, and the drumming inside me feels so strong that I’m almost worried about my shadows.  But my hands are under the water, and those shadows disappear almost instantly.
I lean my head back and try to relax, my imagination running wild with what I imagine Cole doing to me.
“You’re playing a dangerous game, Maeve Arden,” a familiar voice says from behind me.






  
  Chapter 40


The magic that we sing to the steel is failing.  A hundred Nightforged steel blades have broken this year.  
None broke a hundred years ago.  
Our magic is fading, and if nothing is done, our House will fall.  Without our Steel, we are nothing.~King Gethin, personal journals


I whirl around to see the Shade standing only a foot away, staring down at my naked body.  This is not the first time he’s seen me in a bath.  Definitely not the first time he’s seen my most intimate parts.  I still cover up.  It feels like it’s been a lifetime since I saw him last. 
Immediately, I question whether I should be worried about him calling in a debt.  Why else would he be here?
“Shade,” I say slowly, my arms tight against my breasts.  “What do you want?”
Shadows run along the floor from his cloak to my arms, covering every part of me above the water in the inky blackness, a sensation I’ve become extremely familiar with.  They solidify and move, lifting me out of the water and carrying me to the cold and slick marble floor of Cole’s bathing room.
As soon as my feet are touching the ground, the shadows release me.  I stand before the Shade completely naked, and I stare at him.  His eyes may be covered by the shadows under his hood, but I know that I’m staring at him, eye-to-eye.
“What do you want, Shade?” I ask, my voice going low, almost dangerous.  If it comes to a battle of shadows, I think we both know that I’d win.  But the debts on my wrist mean he doesn’t have to fight.  He just has to call in a debt.
“You’ve become comfortable, and that’s led you to making mistakes.  If you had continued thinking as you were, there is a good chance that your scent would be unmistakably House of Shadows, and far stronger than necessary to alert any servants walking the halls outside these chambers.”
I blink.  “So you’ve pulled me out of the bath to tell me that?  Are you trying to call in a debt to see me without my clothes on, Shade?  Because if another male were to do this, I would kill them.”
My stare’s grown razor sharp.  The reality of it all has become crystal clear.  I couldn’t do anything against the Shade’s magic before, but now we both know that his shadows mean nothing to me.
“Fine.  I’ll leave you, Maeve.  I’ll let you go without training you in shadow walking.  I’m sure you’ll never need that.  As to why I interrupted your bath, yes, I think you needed something to snap you out of your daydreams.  Or I guess you could have had a House of Flames guard do that.”
He turns away from me, and I see the shadows pooling at his feet.
“Wait,” I say.  “I want to learn to shadow walk.”
The Shade turns to me, and I can feel the fury rippling off him.  “Then stop trying to act like I’ve ever taken advantage of you.  I have done everything for you.  I’ve been there when no one else was.  I’ve manipulated your body to teach you, and yes, that meant doing things that proper ladies from Blackgrove would have been disgusted by, but you’re not a proper lady from Blackgrove, are you?  You’re the Princess of Shadows, and the Princess of Shadows does not wear clothes.”
He raises his hand, and a tidal wave of shadows flow toward me.  I brace myself, expecting them to knock me down.  To hurt me.  Instead, they climb my body, pressing against every bit of me, and then they stop moving.  Not becoming solid.  No…
I look down and see a black dress made entirely of shadows.  It’s no different from any other dress except that it’s darker than dark.  Darker than I would even believe that Cole’s dressmakers could do with magic thread.
It’s almost like the shadows draw the light in and make it go away.
I look from the dress to the Shade with eyes wide open.  “This is what the Princess of Shadows would wear, Maeve.  Hard enough to protect against teeth and claws.  Light enough that you don’t even know you’re wearing it.  And capable of revulsion at any time.”
And beautiful beyond anything that could ever be spun with thread.
He doesn’t say it, but we both know it.  “Stop being afraid of being who you are, Maeve.  You’re not some prudish woman in Blackgrove.  You’re royalty.  You’re powerful.  You aren’t beholden to the way people from forgotten villages would act.  Do fauns or harpies wear pants?  Are they ashamed of their naked bodies being on display?”
I don’t respond, but when the Shade’s shadows disappear, leaving my body bare again, I don’t cover up.  “Stop acting like I’ve ever hurt you, Maeve,” he finishes.  “I have only ever helped you, so stop fighting me.”
He’s right.  He’s made me nervous and scared and uncomfortable, and he even caused me a little pain when I repaid that debt, but he’s never really hurt me.  “What do you want from me today, Shade?” I say quietly, not agreeing with him, but not arguing either.
“It’s time that you learned the hardest and most dangerous lesson for wielding shadows.  It’s time to learn to shadow walk.  Will I need to help your shadows to come alive today?” he asks, and this time, when his shadows race toward me, I know what they’re going to do.
Streams of inky darkness slide over my bare skin, leaving it damp and sensitive.  Like being caressed by a cloud or fog.  So soft, yet still there.  “No, I have no problems producing shadows anymore,” I say.  “At least not when I can take off my mother’s ring.”
He nods.  “Then we’ll go somewhere that you can do that.”  His shadows leave my body and swirl between us, a writhing pool of darkness on top of the gold-flecked crimson marble.
“Shouldn’t I get some clothes?” I ask.  “It won’t take long for me to get dressed.”
The Shade looks at me, cocking his head, and I know the answer.  “Are you going to stop me from getting dressed?” I ask, my voice becoming steel.
“No, we both know that would require me to command a debt, but I would be disappointed in you.  If you’d like clothing so badly, then make it yourself.  Become the person you were born to be.”
A growl rises in my throat.  The Shade never lets me do anything simply.  I was supposed to be relaxing today.  “Fine,” I say.  “Except that I can’t make enough shadows here.”
“Then let’s be on our way.”  His voice is almost cheerful.  A first.
His hands are wreathed in shadows when he takes my hand in his.  “Don’t do anything.  Do not, under any circumstances, try to control anything.  Once again, you need to trust me or terrible things will happen.  So I’m asking you one more time. Do you trust me?”
It’s a question that has plagued my mind so many times about both the Shade and Cole.  The Shade has never done anything to hurt me.  Yet, every memory of him ends up with him getting closer and closer to me.  It has him controlling my body.
I almost gave myself to him.  I almost begged him to do all the things that I’d fantasized about.  He was pushing me to do just that.  Do I trust him?  No.
“I won’t control anything,” I say.
He nods, and then he steps into the shadows that I know are revulsion shadows.  He’s going to make us both go away.
My heart’s racing as he pulls me into nothingness.  A pitch-black void that is so oppressive I feel like it’s going to crush me.  Nothingness is the only way to describe it.  Empty and void of any life, it soaks into my skin, pushing into my very soul, and begs me to just let go.  To stop wanting anything.  To give up.
The darkness that surrounds me only wants me to become a part of it.
And as I begin to give into it, I feel the Shade’s hand grip mine tighter, to keep it from slipping.  Then I’m flying, moving so fast that for that split second, I wonder if I’m going to survive the speed.  And then I’m being forced out of the ground into a wooded glen.  A soft pool has formed around a spring in the ground.
Deer drink from it, completely unaware of us only a few feet behind them.  Sunlight streams down through the trees like rays of glorious life.
Because this is not that oppressive darkness that calls to me.  It is not the terrible, terrible place behind the shadows.
My stomach twists in knots and I fall to the ground.  I was so close to being dead and gone.  Lost to that darkness forever.  My body shakes, and I’m nearly sick.
“It happens to everyone the first time,” the Shade says.  The deer hear him and immediately take off in leaping sprints deeper into the forest.  A squirrel screams at him, and I can do nothing except try to calm my stomach.
“That is the void between worlds where shadows come from.  The House of Shadows is the connection to that void.  It is the place for sleep.  For secrets.  For death.”
I finally feel like I’ve got control over my body again, and I slowly stand on shaky legs.  “I could have died,” I say.
“It’s good that you didn’t try to control anything, isn’t it?”  The way he says it is almost like he’s taunting me.  He knows I don’t trust him, and he’s showing me just how badly it’d have gone if I had ignored his warning.
I slip off my mother’s ring, ignoring his comment, and I let the shadows flow out of my fingertips.  They slip and slide over my body, clinging to me just as they did the very first time I used them.
And when they settle into place, I’m wearing a midnight black dress.  Thin and nearly sheer, it only just hides my skin.  Not nearly as clumsy as the Shade’s.  I’m covered, yet not.  The breeze that flows through the glen tickles my skin, and a leaf falls from a branch overhead.  It tickles my back as it falls through my shadows.
The Shade nods his head slowly.  “It’s beautiful,” he murmurs.
I step toward the pool in the center of the glen to look at myself in the reflection.  The black dress clings to me in a way that not even a corset can.  Solid, yet flowing.  It’s so light and airy that spider silk couldn’t compare.  Midnight black that even the sunlight can’t pierce.
A dress like none that could be made.  Then I see the Shade standing behind me.  Shadows swirl around me, and they settle on my forehead, becoming a midnight crown.  The Shade stands behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist.
Yet his hands don’t touch me.  He stands so close that I’d swear his cloak should touch my skin, yet it doesn’t.  “You could be the Queen of Shadows, Maeve.  You could take your mother’s place, and I could help you.”
Shadows swirl from the ground to my arm, holding it tight and moving my wrist into our view.  “You are not the only one who owes debts.  I’ve spent nearly thirty years collecting more debts than you can count for this moment.  I’ve given everything I am to put you on the Throne.  All you would have to do is say yes, and I would stand next to you.  No one could defy us.  We could bring the House of Shadows back to life.”
His words sweep over me so much more seductively than his shadows can anymore.  He’s offering me complete power.  Even Rhion and Cole owe debts to the Shade.  I could be the Queen that rights all the wrongs.
I turn around and stare into those shadows under his hood, just as I have so many times in the past.  “Who are you?” I whisper.  “You ask me to trust you.  To take a Throne and have you stand beside me.  Yet I owe you debts and I don’t know who you are.  That is not the way you stand beside someone.”
He shakes his head.  “Not yet.  Not until you decide.  Then, and only then, will I be able to be free of this cloak.”
“I can’t do that, Shade.  I can’t choose you without knowing who you are.  Without knowing what you’ve done or why you hold these debts over me.  Are you going to force me to take the Throne?  Is that what they’re for?”
He takes a step back, his gaze moving to the ground in front of me.  “I’ve done what had to be done.  Everything I’ve done has been because it was necessary.”
“Including forcing me to take a Throne?” I ask again.
“No,” the whisper comes out hard, almost like it’s painful.  But then the Shade looks up.  “I will not force you to take the Shadowed Throne.  I promise this.  As humans promise.”
I blink and a grin crosses my lips.  “As humans promise… Interesting.  If only humans could make that promise instead of earning debts,” I say as I raise my wrist.
And he shrugs.  I’d swear he’s smiling under that hood.  “I do not make the rules, Princess.”
Princess.  “If I decide to take the Throne, what do I do?” I ask.
“The same thing you’ve always done.  Call my name in your mind.”  So simple.  So impossibly simple.
I shake my head and turn back to the water, back to where I’m wearing a dress made of shadows.  A dress made for the Princess of Shadows.  A shiver runs through me.  That could be me.
But it’s not.  I’m still just a Wyrdling with some shadow magic.  Sia knew.  Deep down, I know, too.
“How is it that no one can smell your shadows, Shade?  Everyone warns me about mine, but you don’t need to wear a ring.  You don’t need to keep your scent hidden.”
“My cloak is pure shadow magic.  No one can smell it.”
I chuckle and shake my head.  Then why does it always smell like salt and cedar?  “Well, are you going to explain how you shadow walked?  I know you showed me, but it’d be nice to do it myself.”
He nods.  “You create revulsion shadows and step into them.  That’s how you get to the void between worlds.  Then you create shadows where you want to go.  Use them to pull yourself out of the void.  Never stay long enough for the void to pull at your resolve.  Even a momentary slip is enough to leave you stuck there until you give into the darkness.”
And then I’ll die.
“That’s all?  And I can go anywhere in the world?” I ask.  That I could have crossed the world in an instant like that is crazy.  I could have skipped the entire walk to Draenyth.  Weeks of blisters and sore feet.
“The longer the distance, the more power it takes, but yes, you could go from Draenyth anywhere in a moment if you had enough power.  Remember that if you take someone else with you, you could lose them to the darkness.  The longer you’re there, the more likely it is to happen.”
I nod my head.  That makes sense.  “What happens if I walk away from everything, Shade?  What happens if I don’t take part in the wars that are coming?  What if I pretend like I’m just a human and go live in Blackgrove with my family again?”
The Shade is quiet for a few moments.  “I don’t know.  Maybe nothing.  Then again, maybe war isn’t coming.  Maybe in fifty years when your family is dead, and you’re still young, you’ll come back to Draenyth.  Maybe fifty years of hiding your magic will have you desperate to come back, to find your place here.”
He’s quiet for a few more moments.  “Or maybe we all die because of it.  I don’t know, and I don’t think anyone does.  But you are the daughter of the last Queen of Shadows.  You have a place in all of this.  There is a reason that I was listening for your voice.  All these years, I’ve waited.”
Can I walk away?  Should I believe the Shade that I’m that important?  I stare into the darkness under his hood.  Is it that I can’t walk away from the Shade and my place in the Immortal world… or is it that I can’t walk away from Cole?
I say, “I guess we might as well try this whole shadow walking thing,” and I send out revulsion shadows onto the ground.  The Shade steps toward the circle of darkness and reaches his hand out, coated in shadows just as before.  I put one hand in his, and the other is wrapped tightly around my mother’s ring.
And I step forward, pulling him into the darkness with me.
Just like every other time that I’ve had to do something with shadows for the first time, nothing is as easy as it sounds.  The darkness is more oppressive than anything I’ve ever experienced before.  Complete and unending nothingness.
I reach out to the one place I know.  The one place I can imagine perfectly.  Cole’s bed.  I reach out with my mind, and… I can feel them.  The shadows under that bed.  Put there by the sunlight that streams from the windows of his room.
I make them mine just as easily as I’d made the Shade’s shadows mine in the ecstatic spring.
The Shade becomes nervous, and I understand why.  The oppressiveness is getting stronger, but a part of me feels like I belong here.  It’s like this is home to me, like I can breathe in the silence.  
I need to leave.  I need to bring the Shade to the real world.  Cole will be back soon.  How long has it been?  Maybe I’ll be able to touch him.
I yank on those shadows, and like pulling myself out of a hole in the ground, I draw us from the darkness into the light of the room.  And we’re standing next to each other beside the bed, our feet still in those shadows that I pulled us through.
“You’ve just done something only a handful of people in the world can still do.  Even at the height of the House of Shadows, very few of them could shadow walk more than a mile or two.  And you just moved almost fifty miles.  Congratulations.”  He takes a step away from me.
I feel out of breath, almost like I’d just gotten done running.  It’s like the air’s been sucked out of me.  When I look up at the Shade, I can see him assessing me.  He says nothing, but I watch as his shadows coalesce at his feet, and he steps into them.
I’m all alone.  That’s when I realize I need to put my ring on again.  I take gasping breaths, and slowly I feel like I can breathe again.  What would have happened if he’d taken me further?  And why isn’t he exhausted?
I close my eyes and let out another breath.  This was not the day I’d been expecting.  But maybe it’s exactly what I needed.  A moment away from Cole to think about everything.  To put everything into perspective.  To learn the last and most difficult bit of shadow magic.
I raise my hand, and for the first time in a very long time, there are no shadows rolling from my fingertips.
“Now I really need to take a bath,” I mutter as I open my eyes.  I glance down and see the midnight black dress.  “Well, that’s the last thing anyone needs to see me in,” I say, and let it disappear completely, leaving me naked in Cole’s chambers.
It’s been a long day, but it’s been a good one.  When I slip inside the bathing room, I’m happy that the water is still steaming hot.  But when I sit down in that water, I know I need to make some very important decisions.
Do I let the Shade win?  Do I ask him to put me on a Throne?
And the one that I can’t stop thinking about.  What do I do after I talk to Calyr?  Because I don’t think I can still be with Cole if I talk to Calyr.  I’ll be hunted, and he has an unforgettable scent.
Or do I choose selfishness?  Do I ignore the fact that Hazel is dying because of me?
Impossible questions that have to be answered, and they need to be answered very soon.






  
  Chapter 41


The Gold calls to me when I close my eyes.  Like when I was a boy.  The mountain of treasure, and him lying on top of it.  This time, I am not asking for a trade…~King Gethin, personal journals


Tomorrow’s going to be a whirlwind of chaos.  Another dress will have to be made, this time without me being there, thankfully.  Cole has scheduled me for an appointment to a “preparationist”, someone I’ve never heard of before.  I guess that’s not all that surprising, though.  Living in Blackgrove versus Draenyth are distinctly different experiences. 
More than any of that, though, tomorrow night is mine and Cole’s last night together in Draenyth, and it’s going to be spent at that ball around so many of both of our enemies.  Unlike every other day here in the capital city of the Immortals, we can’t hide from the other Immortals.
My experience with nobles has been anything but pleasant.  Both of the times that I’ve been around Rhion, violence loomed heavily, and the only time that we were around Casimir, he tortured Cole.  Why would I think the ball would be any different?
The night seems to feel the weight that hangs around us as we sit on top of the guardhouse roof, just like we did that very first day in Draenyth.  The stars light up the sky, but the moon is nowhere to be seen, and the world feels darker than normal.
Tonight is different, and the night knows it.  We spent hours with Lee and Darian at the Firelight Café, full of laughter.  Full of stories from their childhood.  Mari’s back on her feet and just as feisty as ever.
And yet, when we sit here, that looming darkness hangs too close to us.  Tonight is the last night that’s completely ours.  Completely free.  The last real night for decisions.
The clouds blot out the starlight, and other than the pinpricks of light that dot the city streets, the world seems to hide from us.
I wonder if my words can be heard all the way to the ground with how silent the world is, so when I speak, it’s barely more than a whisper.  “Are you ready for tomorrow?”
Cole huffs, but he’s smiling still from our time at the Firelight Café.  “I’m not scared of a Midsummer ball.  I’ve only been to a few hundred of them.  But…”  He pauses, and the smile fades.  “I’m not ready for you to leave, Maeve.”
The decision.  More than any other that’s been offered, this is the piece that I have to choose.  For me to meet with Calyr as we’d planned and then escape the city or to choose the selfish path and let Hazel die.
If I’m to find my way into Calyr’s cave, I’ll have to reveal my magic.  The entire city will be on high alert.  And then if I run… There’s no way that anyone will think it’s someone other than me.
Cole will be punished, but his father will consider him an idiot if he stays, rather than an enemy if he leaves.  If I meet with Calyr, I’ll have to leave Cole.
If I stay, Hazel will die.  I’ll be choosing my life with Cole over Hazel’s life.  She did nothing wrong.  A true victim.  In the Immortal city of Draenyth, the answer would be clear.  I should let her die because she’d let me die.  But I’m not just a Fae, and I don’t know if I could live with myself if I let my cousin die just so I could be with Cole.
“It’s not forever,” I say.  “Just until people stop being so focused on finding me.  Plus, there’s nothing stopping you from leaving the city in a year.  You only came for your father’s Midsummer event.”
A flash of Sia’s words dance through my mind, making me pause.  You have no chance to save this world, and the best you can do is finish what you came here to do and leave. 
I look out at the city as Cole becomes quiet next to me.  I put my head on his shoulder and feel his strength, the strength that has sheltered so many people.  I’m going to miss this.  The city.  The magic.  More than anything, the man I’ve spent this entire time with.
But staying won’t heal Hazel.  Logically, the only answer is to go.
“I don’t know if I can wait a year,” he says, his eyes looking out into the darkness beyond the city.  Back the way we came.  “I’m not ready to give you up, Maeve.  I’m not ready to end our betrothal.”
His eyes burn with flames in a way that I’ve only seen once before.  The night that we connected our souls.  Those cold blue eyes that always seem to stare straight through me are gone, and in their place are bright and fiery orange ones.  
“I can’t stay here, Cole.  I’m constantly in danger, and getting in to see Calyr is almost certainly going to end with me revealing myself.  There’s no safety left for me in Draenyth.”
Cole turns to me.  “I know that, Maeve.  There’s no safety for me in Draenyth either.  We could walk away from it all.  We could ignore the Courts and my father and the coming war.  It could all fall on someone else’s shoulders.  We could just run away.  We could run forever.  No one could catch us.”
His eyes blaze even brighter as he takes my hand and looks at me, those burning orange eyes not letting me look away.  “Why wouldn’t we just leave tonight?  I can fly us far away, across the mountains, to a place where no one recognizes us.  We could go somewhere no one’s even heard of Draenyth.  It can just be the two of us.  No responsibilities.  No birthrights or blood lines or Houses.  Even the Shade won’t be able to find us that far away.”
It's a wonderful thought.  A dream, really.  Maybe we could even have a true marriage, to tie ourselves together forever.  We could forget all the madness that I’ve been thrust into and Cole was born into.  We could build a little house in the woods, so similar to the one that my father had.  I could spend my days in the forest.  Cole could… stare at fires all day if he wanted to.
But we could be free.  No responsibilities or debts.  Just… living.  Just existing together for no reason.  I smile at him.  “It’s a wonderful dream, Cole, and maybe after Hazel is cured we’ll be able to do just that.  But I have to fix my mistake.  I can’t let her die when I know that I could have saved her.  When I’m this close to saving her.”
He nods to me, a knowing and wistful expression on his face as he turns back toward the star-strewn sky, most of the fire fading from his eyes.  “I knew you’d say that.  Maybe that’s what I like about you.  There’s no oath binding you to your cousin.  She shouldn’t even be a part of your world at this point.  You’re a powerful Wyrdling with the magic of a nearly dead Great House at your fingertips.  You could make your place anywhere in the world, and yet, you’re worried about a cousin in some unimportant part of the world just because you can save her.  She’d never have done all of this to save you, but you’re going to save her, anyway.  You’re going to be better than she could ever be.”
I look out into the blackness and sigh.  I know that Hazel’s never tried to help me.  She’s never stood up for me.  Not even against her parents.  She’s never really done anything for me.  I’ve bought her presents.  I’ve made sure she was safe even when she didn’t know it.  She’s never helped me do anything.
But she taught me to play.  She gave me a reason to smile when the rest of the world wanted to crush me.  She was the only person in the entire world who cared whether I came home every night.  I know that even right now, while she’s worried she’s going to die because of the Fae magic in my veins, she wishes that I’d just come home safe.
“Maybe it’s not logical for me to want to help Hazel, but she’s the only reason I didn’t become a real animal.  She’s the reason I didn’t become a typical Wyrdling, living in the woods all alone and having conversations with the pine cones.  She’s the reason I’m still mostly sane.  That deserves some loyalty, Cole.  She saved me just by being kind.  By ignoring what everyone said and just believing that I was her friend.”
Cole grins.  “Kind of like how you’re trusting me?”
“Kind of.  I still worry that you’re going to get hungry one day.”
His grin just grows, and I can’t help but smile alongside him.  “You know,” he says, “I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it through the entire trip to Draenyth, and I was positive you were going to get killed as soon as we got here.  Surprisingly, you’ve done remarkably well for a Wyrdling in the capital.  Maybe you’ll finish this whole thing.  Maybe you’ll survive and make it back to Blackgrove to save your cousin.  It seems possible at this point.”
He's right.  We’ve gone through so much.  Far more than I’d expected.  And the entire time, it all felt so insane and impossible.  But now we’re here.  Tomorrow I’m going to a ball and will have to put on my “Betrothed to the Prince” mask one more time, but then the very next day, I’m going to talk to a dragon.  The dragon.  Calyr the Gold.  The most powerful being in the world.  The only dragon left in Nyth.
And I’m going to fulfill the promise I made to Hazel.
“What are you going to do after the Midsummer event for you fancy nobles?”
His smile fades.  “I don’t know, Maeve.  To be honest, every time I think about it, I stumble.  I don’t know what’s going to happen after that.  What I would love to do is to fly away from this city and all the terrible Immortals in it and go back to Blackgrove with you.”
He sighs.  “Once your cousin is healed, you and I could make a little house in the forest.  We could be a part of the Blackgrove community.  I could even show you how to hide the fact that you have Immortal blood.  People might remember you as the Wyrdling, but it won’t make sense if you don’t look like it anymore.  They’d forget.”
“Why couldn’t we do that?” I ask.  “It sounds lovely.”
Cole shakes his head.  “Because I’m the reason that the House of Shadows was shattered, and just like you have to make amends for your mistakes, I have to do what I can to fix mine.  We’ve spent enough time together that you should know that my happiness doesn’t matter anymore.  At least not as long as the world is broken.  Maybe one day we can end up in the forests outside Blackgrove, but it won’t be after Midsummer.”
I reach my hand out, and Cole doesn’t hesitate to take it in his.  He squeezes my fingers tight, and a warmth washes through me.  Soothing me and reminding me of the man that I’ve been able to count on from the very first time I met him.
At every turn, he’s been there to make sure that I was safe.  I didn’t believe him initially, but we’ve been through too much together to believe anything differently at this point.  He is not what the stories make the Fae out to be.
That warmth is how I feel about him.  A fire in a cold and heartless world.  A light in the darkness.
“I’m going to miss being this close to you,” I say.  “More than anything else, I’m going to miss being bound to you like this.  You make me think the Immortals got at least one thing right.”
He turns to me, and I look up into those bright orange eyes.  “I don’t want to end this betrothal.  I don’t want to stop being tied to you.  Maybe we can’t be married yet.  Maybe we can’t live together, but I don’t want to stop being your betrothed.  Not now.  Not ever.”
“I don’t either,” I say softly. “I thought I was happy.  I thought I had everything I’d ever wanted before I met you, but I was wrong.  Everything that matters was missing.  Cole, I don’t want our betrothal to end either.”  He smiles at me before turning back to look out at the city below us.  The wind that comes down from the top of Skycrest blows past us, bringing a coolness with it.
We sit there together in the dark and silently stare into the night.  Just like we’d stared into the fire on the way to Draenyth together.  The only difference between then and now is the way our fingers fit together and how our emotions and minds brush against each other so wonderfully.
Now that I think about it, that’s a much bigger difference than I’d have ever expected.  And maybe that difference is why I’m smiling now instead of annoyed.
It’s why it’s going to be so hard to walk away from Cole in two days.






  
  Chapter 42


It is a strange thing.  Only Vyran has spoken to the darkness.  Only she has heard it speak.  The rest of us do not understand it, and the thought of going back to it is strange.  It is not returning home for me like it will be for her.  But Vesper waits for me there, and where she goes, 
I will follow forever.~Sidon the Strong, A History of Magic and Dragons


“What am I supposed to do again?” I ask.  I don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous before.  Never.  Not when I was a child and Vesta expected me to do things on my own.  My ten-year-old self hunting a deer with a spear for the first time was fearless.  Not when we first got to Draenyth, the home of literally every scary story ever told to human children.  No, when I stepped foot into Draenyth, me, Lee, and Darian saved a group of humans from slavery and being eaten. 
Now, though… Now, I’m terrified.  Nothing’s going to happen to me.  I’m here to dance and talk and pretend to be the happiest wife-to-be there ever was.  I’m here to play the only role that’s allowed me to walk around Draenyth without being hunted for food.
And that is terrifying.
“You just smile and be nice and pretend like you’re an idiot.  Everyone’s going to expect that, so just… don’t get into any fights, okay?”
I grin at Cole, but I think it looks more like a wolf’s attempt at a grin.  All teeth and no smile.  Then again, that’s who I am, isn’t it?  Vesta’s belt knife is strapped to my thigh.  I snuck a footman’s spear into the dining hall under the table we’re supposed to be seated at.
Maybe I like to have sharp teeth.  After a lifetime of hunting side-by-side with predators, would anyone expect me to show up without my teeth and claws?
I am wearing a dress, though.  Not armor or even a good thick pair of leather pants.  No, I’m wearing a dress fit for a princess, and I don’t know if I love it or hate it.  I can hear the dress sizzle as I walk.  There’s a heat to it you’d never find in any normal fabric.  If I were to stand in a completely dark room, you’d see the fabric burning.  Shimmering reds and oranges move just like any good fire would, and that warmth gives me more comfort than I’d have expected.  It feels like Cole’s hands are on me all the time.
The actual dress is like that first dress, except that this time, it is absolutely, unequivocally a House of Flame dress.  There’s no silver or steel anywhere on it.  No touch of earth or shadows.
And it’s not exactly a poofy dress, either.  The fabric is thin and lightweight and clings to my chest and stomach because of the cut of the dress rather than with a corset, the only request I had.  The bright orange fabric flows down to the ground smoothly, but roses as large as my hand decorate the hem.  Where the rest of the dress looks like it’s on fire, the roses are made of it.
They’re flames that don't burn anything.  I don’t know how it all works other than that it has something to do with these spellstones, which no one has bothered to explain to me at all.
I haven’t been too inquisitive, though.  There have been a few other things on my mind.
One of those being how wrong this dress feels on me.  After knowing what I could do with shadows, I know that the midnight dress is what I should be wearing.  Pure midnight darkness.
But I obviously couldn’t wear that to this ball.
Cole, on the other hand, doesn’t look like he’s showing up at a magical ball for the ages.  He would look almost at home in Blackgrove at one of the handful of minor affairs that Uncle Trevor and Aunt Prudence held over the years.
How does he get away with a black set of tails with barely noticeable red thread woven throughout it?  A bright red cravat runs around his neck, the fabric notable because of the bright crimson hue, but otherwise, it wouldn’t be all that surprising on Uncle Trevor.
Until I put my arms in his, and we step into the ballroom, and he catches fire.  Every inch of his skin looks like the roses on my dress.  A fire with no heat, and when I run my hand through it, it’s like I can feel him.  Cole’s flames feel different from the normal fire of a stove or candle.  They’re tender, and while I know they can burn, they don’t want to.
“Do all the men in the House of Flames dress like that?” I ask.
Cole just grins and looks over at several other men who are obviously wearing House of Flames colors.  They’re all wearing bright red vests that are on fire, just like my dress.  Not even the smallest hint of flames on their bodies, though.  He doesn’t respond at all.
It seems like not every male is allowed to wear their flames like Cole does, but I’m not sure if it’s because of his rank or his skill.
My eyes move through the crowd, and I’m amazed at all the gleaming steel.  It’s a stark division between the House of Steel and House of Flames.  Where Cole’s House has almost no metal anywhere, the House of Steel is covered in it.
Dresses made of chain mail, just as flowing and beautiful as my own.  Just silver instead of red, and shining instead of burning.  The males are all wearing some sort of armor rather than tails.  Not full suits, but articulating steel breastplates.  Clothes that have been interwoven with steel and obviously could withstand a blow from a sword.  Or a magical attack.
If I didn’t know better, I’d think that tonight was when the war would begin.  It certainly looks like we’re walking into a trap with this many people covered in steel.  But Cole would recognize that, and he’s not worried.
“Prince Cole,” a voice says from behind us.  Deep and reverberating, it unnerves me.  Cole immediately tenses and whirls around.  The flames around him sputter, and I can tell that he’s having to force the court smile onto his face.  “King Gethin,” Cole growls, barely hiding the sneer behind the smile.
King Gethin, the leader of the House of Steel.  Rhion’s father.  The one person who King Casimir is afraid of.  He’s exactly what I’d expected.  A man that’s as sharp as any blade.  Where Rhion is a mountain of a man, Gethin is made of steel.  Every inch of his face is cold, rigid, and unyielding.
He has sharp brows with thin black eyebrows to match the short cropped hair on the top of his head.  Wearing a silver military coat with brass buttons, he looks like he could walk out of this room and command legions.
If Casimir is fire, Gethin is ice.
“I see that you’ve failed your father again.  Just as you did thirty years ago.  You couldn’t kill Queen Brenna, and now you can’t even marry a full-blooded Immortal.  Did your dear father leave more scars on you for that disgrace?”
Cole’s smile widens.  “Absolutely.  I’m a pitiful shadow of what I once was.  Now would be the perfect time for you to duel me.  No time like the present, and if you act now, I’ll even agree to duel you and Rhion at the same time.”
Gethin pauses for a moment, and then smiles widely, just as much a trained smile as Cole’s.  “Why would I want to ruin the Midsummer festivities with a duel?  I couldn’t bear to see King Casimir in mourning on actual Midsummer.  Especially this one.”
I can’t help but stand completely stock still.  There’s nothing else I can do because any word I say is probably going to be an insult or an accidental faux pas, and in a room like this, that could have serious repercussions.
Then I realize just how strained the tensions are when Cole’s smile fades and becomes as feral as any wolf’s grin could be.  Full of teeth and just as deadly.  
King Gethin doesn’t seem bothered by him at all, though.  “Now, go somewhere else.  There are people here that I’d actually enjoy talking to.”
Cole gives him the shortest bow possible and pulls me away.  “I hate him more than any person in the world,” he growls in my ear.
I don’t know how to react to that.  I’d thought that Cole had hated his father, but even walking into a room where he expected to be tortured, he hadn’t radiated the same animosity.  There’s no doubt Cole would have jumped at the chance to duel him, but to duel Gethin and Rhion?  That sounds like a decision that would get Cole killed.
Then again, if it were that obviously in Gethin’s favor, he would have accepted the challenge right then.  There’s no doubt that they both want each other dead.
Cole simmers down some as we walk.  He points out noble after noble.  Most are from the Great Houses, but some are from the Lesser Houses.  They’re still High Fae, but many of them are craftspeople and others who offer various services like the tailors that Cole brought me to.  Others are part of important guilds like the Scientific Guild that Darian’s a part of.
“You look gorgeous,” a feminine voice says from behind us.  I whirl around, knowing the voice instantly.
I’m shocked at Lee.  I’d thought that wearing a dress that was actually burning seemed like the most outlandish and incredible kind of dress possible.  But hers outdoes mine by miles.  Just like the night we went to the Luminas Spectacle, I saw what light magic could do, but this dress is more than just made from light.  It plays with my mind.
Unlike the night at the Luminas Spectacle, this doesn’t shine so brightly as to light up the room.  It’s like the light’s been dimmed, and any time I look at it from a different angle, it’s a different color.  Almost like it’s not just green or red or gold.  It’s all of them at once.
And it’s an actual dress made of real fabric, just like mine.
Her hair has been braided into a crown again, but this time, thin strands of the same fabric that makes up her dress have been woven into that braid so that it glows and makes her stand out in the crowd even when her House isn’t one of the Great Houses.
She’s grinning from ear to ear, and I’m so glad she’s here.  Tonight’s the last night that we’ll see each other for a long time.
“Lee, I didn’t know you were coming to this thing,” I say and attempt to pull her in for a hug, but Cole’s arm tightens like a vise, keeping me from succeeding.
Lee shakes her head, and I can feel Cole’s anxiety growing.  Okay, so no hugging during fancy balls.  “Is Darian here?” Cole asks.
Lee nods.  “You know him.  He always spends his nights in ballrooms stuffing his face.  What is it he always says about them?”
Cole chuckles.  “I’m here.  I hate dancing and I hate people.  Why wouldn’t I spend the night trying to eat my weight in delicacies?”
His voice sounds exactly like Darian.  That slightly confused, higher pitched voice that I’ve become so familiar with over the weeks that we walked from Aerwyn to Draenyth.  It instantly perks me up.  Even in a room like this, full of people that terrify me, there are reasons to smile, and it’s good to remember that.
“So now what?” I ask.  “We’ve walked around.  I was terrified watching you and King Gethin nearly duel each other.  I know we can’t just laugh and spend time with Darian and Lee.  So… what do we have to do?”
Cole grins at me.  “I could introduce you to a few more people.  Darian and Lee’s mother is here.  Well, their father is too, but we don’t talk about him.  Or we could dance.”
I can see Cole’s smile and Lee’s grin.  Their words make me think I should join in, laughing and smiling right alongside them.  But I can’t.
Someone I thought I’d never see again is standing in front of me.  “Vesta,” I whisper.
“It’s been a very long time, Maeve,” she says before bowing to me.  She looks nothing like she did when she was my tutor, but there’s no way that I could mistake her.  The slightly too large eyes and way her body seems to glide rather than walk are burned into my mind.
The look on her face, even though she’s now almost entirely translucent, is the same as when I’d done something that she was proud of.  When I’d read my first passage in that enormous book of history.  The time I’d killed my first deer.  
It was always the same.  Her lips didn’t move.  She didn’t smile.  I don’t think she knew how, to be perfectly honest.  Her eyes had smiled, though.  There was a sparkle to them that was impossible to miss.  It was almost how Cole’s eyes had burned last night.
“You two know each other?” Cole whispers.
I nod, but Vesta doesn’t let me speak.  “During the Shattering, I left the House of Shadows in grief for several years, and in an effort to pull myself out of that grief, I spent time with humans in the village that Maeve is from.  I helped her.”
Cole nods.  “The tutor.”
The warning isn’t spoken, but everyone is completely aware of how important it is to choose our words carefully.  There are too many Immortals in this ballroom for us to be secretive about anything, especially right here amid everyone.
“That was before I knew I was a Wyrdling.  Vesta helped me understand things my father wouldn’t have understood.”
Vesta nods, just as solemnly as ever.  “Maeve was an excellent pupil for a Wyrdling.  She mastered many things faster than I’d expected.”  She pauses for a moment, as if she were just now realizing that I was standing with Cole.  “I apologize, Prince Cole,” she says as she goes into a deep bow.  “Let me leave you and your betrothed to enjoy the ball.  I would like to speak at another time, though.  Sooner rather than later, Prince.”
“Certainly, Vesta.  Tomorrow before sunrise?”
She doesn’t respond, simply bowing again, and when she leaves, she passes by me, her barely visible hand brushing against my arm, and sending memories of my childhood through me.  Powerful memories.  The times I sat beside her on an old bench.  She read to me out of the only book she possessed.
I had remembered so much about my childhood, and somehow, I’d completely forgotten that book and the hours and hours that she’d read to me.  “I’ve missed our story time, Maeve.  Try to remember the stories I told you about the world before the High Fae ruled.  When the dragons reigned.”
I did remember them, but there were so many.  What’s she trying to tell me?  Before I have a chance to say anything, she disappears.  It’s like the very air around us has come alive for a moment, and then she’s gone.
“Sylphs are strange creatures,” Lee says.  
“As salamanders like Nevan are the caretakers of the House of Flame, sylphs are the caretakers of the House of Shadow.”  Darian’s voice.  One of awe.  He’s standing next to Lee, and I guess he showed up while I was enraptured with Vesta.
“But wasn’t the House of Shadows shattered?” I ask.
Darian nods.  “The High Fae of the House of Shadows were shattered, but the actual House and its many Lesser Fae were not.  They are as intrinsic to Draenyth and Nyth as the building in which the House of Shadows High Fae ruled from, and trying to shatter them would be a feat that would take dragons.  Not just another House.”
“And no one treats the sylphs badly because the High Fae they worked for are considered enemies?”
Cole steps in.  “This is not the time to talk about this, but no one holds the sylphs accountable for the House of Shadow’s actions.”  The look on his face is cold and more than a little terrifying.  For a moment, I’d forgotten that we’re in a viper’s nest, and one wrong move will have us all dead.
“Now would be a good time to do a bit of dancing,” he says with a soft smile on his lips.  Lee and Darian nod and take the hint.  It’s not time for a friendly reunion.  It’s time to play the game we’ve been preparing for.
When Cole offers me his outstretched hand, I take it with a smile, and he pulls me toward the dance floor.  And, surprisingly, the sound of the small orchestra isn’t terrifying.  Unlike so many of my experiences in Draenyth over the past couple of weeks, this is something I’ve practiced.  I may not be the best dancer on the floor, but I know what I’m doing, and that’s a glorious feeling.
People see Cole leading me, and they step out of the way.  Unlike anywhere else in the world, in this room, everyone knows the man that’s spent so much time with me.  Now that I see how people look at him here, I realize they see him the same way that I’ve seen Casimir and Gethin.
Incredibly powerful and more than willing to hurt the people around him.  They all give Cole a wide berth, which makes it much easier to dance with him.  He grins, and then he hooks his right hand under my arm and catches my right hand in his left.  Just like we’d practiced.
I look around me, noticing the people staring at us, and I swallow hard.  Cole laughs, though.  It’s jarring in this space.  After all the tension and fear that’s surrounded this moment, my entire body is on pins and needles, but that laughter drains all that tension away.  I’ve only seen him look like this a handful of times.
“Don’t worry,” he says with a grin.  “This is purposeful.”  I don’t know exactly what he means by that until the world explodes in flames.  He covers us in a dome of flickering orange and red that is completely controlled and impossible to see through.  The roar of the flames is thunderous in my ear, and yet none of the heat flows by me.
It’s just like the flames on his skin.  Decoration.  “You’re an ass, Cole.  I’d thought you’d lost control for a second.”
“Me?  Lose control?  No, that would take something very serious, and tonight’s still feeling like fun and games.”
“What about with you and Gethin?”
He huffs and spins me.  Somehow, the music breaks through the sound of the flames just as easily as my hand would, and while I don’t think Cole can see through the flames, I doubt many people will miss us.  They’ll get out of our way if they’re smart.
The thoughts are barely blips in my mind as I get lost in the dance.  My body moving in time with Cole’s.  The music swirls around us just as much as the flames do, and my body is as much an instrument of that music as any in the orchestra.  It feels wonderful to let go and become a part of the dance.  To not have to think about the world beyond the flames that surround us.  Cole’s eyes are blazing orange as he stares at me, fire inside and around him.
He pulls me closer to him, and that’s when I realize I don’t even have to count.  We’re just dancing.  All alone in the world together.  Just like last night, I stop trying to talk.  And we dance.  Song after song, we let the music carry us through the motions that we’ve practiced for so many hours.
Cole releases the flames from around us after I’ve stopped being so nervous.  That’s when I realize that an entire quarter of the dance floor has been left to us.  All but one male have evacuated.
Rhion.






  
  Chapter 43


The steel cracks now, but that is not the first sign that the Thrones are failing.  No, I saw the first sign the day my son was born.  Rhion will never be strong enough 
to hold the Crown.  The Thrones are failing, 
and I cannot merely wait any longer.~King Gethin, personal journals


Rhion stands on the edge of the space we’ve been dancing with a grin.  When the song ends, he approaches us, and Cole whispers, “You need to say yes.” 
I give the faintest nod possible.  We’d talked about this.  This ball isn’t for Cole and me to dance.  It’s for me to dance with any of the important nobles of both Houses if they’re interested.  We’re only staying long enough that no one misses us.
Rhion is certainly important enough.
Like Cole, he stands out from the rest of his House.  His blonde hair and incredibly large body aren’t surprising, but the lack of any metal on his body is.  Where every other High Fae from the House of Steel is wearing some kind of armor disguised as steel clothing, Rhion is wearing almost the same outfit that Cole is.  His silver silk shirt and a gorgeous black set of tails seem impossibly tailored to his body.  A silver cravat is tied around his neck.  
He approaches us, that same wide grin on his face that he’d had the first time I met him outside of Draenyth.  When Cole had threatened him.  The same grin he’d had when he’d left us in the ballroom two days ago after I paralyzed him.
“Lady Maeve,” he says, “may I have the next dance?”
The thought of touching him disgusts me.  The thought of dancing with him is even worse.  Like Cole said, what I want doesn’t matter, though.  This is one of the last trials before I’m done with Draenyth.  Done with Immortals and the constant danger.  Done with…
“That sounds wonderful, Prince Rhion,” I say with as much formality as I can muster.  The music plays again, and when Rhion offers his hand, I take it, allowing him to guide me into a much more formal version of the dance that Cole and I just finished.
“You know,” he says as I match his steps, “they say that dancing is a way to prove your bedroom prowess without ever taking off your clothes.”  The smile on his face doesn’t fade as my body tenses.  I do not want to have a conversation about bedroom prowess with Rhion.  “Except that the only thing I’ve found that dancing proves is that you can talk and move at the same time.  No one cares if you’re a good dancer, but they do care if you have good secrets to share.”
I blink.  That’s not what I’d expected from Rhion.  He doesn’t seem to pay very much attention to me, though, as he keeps talking while we slowly make lazy circles around the corner of the dance floor that Cole was kind enough to clear.  “And I think you have a great number of secrets to tell.  People talk about Cole trying to get under his father’s skin by betrothing you, but I think Cole has far more important things on his mind than some childhood rebellion against King Casimir.  I think you have something special, and I’m not sure what it is.”
His blonde hair flows as though a magical wind is blowing around his body.  His entire outfit seems to move differently than most people’s.  That’s when I realize that there’s no separation between his outfit and his body.  It’s a part of him.
I try to ignore my realization.  To just keep conversation with him.  “Well, Prince Rhion, please illuminate me on my importance.  I’d love to know.”
I’m not sure if he means to remind me of a predator when he gives me a toothy grin, but he certainly does.  “I’m sure you know exactly what I’m talking about because the Shade would never give a simple Wyrdling notice right now.  And certainly not three separate times.  That, combined with the fact that the Prince of Flames has betrothed you, makes me think that there is far more to you than anyone knows.”
I blink and glance down at my wrist where the three little tally marks lay.  I’d thought that no one had noticed.  Rhion had, but that doesn’t mean that I can let on that I’m anything more than I’ve pretended to be.  I’m nothing more than a simple, powerless Wyrdling.
“Tell me, Prince Rhion, if we’re talking about debts, why would someone of your status ever need to call on a favor from the Shade?”
He smiles at me.  “For the same reason that your betrothed did.  We both did a terrible thing, and there are some things that money and power can’t buy forgiveness for.  Now, why would the Shade have any interest in a Wyrdling like yourself?  I’m thinking it has something to do with that little ring you wear.”
“Doubtful,” I say.  “Since the reason that I called for the Shade was because I accidentally hurt my cousin.  Just like so many other Wyrdlings, from what I’ve been told, I hurt a family member and there was no healer that could fix what I did.”
The music comes to a crescendo, and Rhion spins me before bringing me back to him.  When I catch another look at him, his eyebrow is arched.  “That’s interesting.  A healer could fix a burn or a cut from the Houses of Steel or Flame.  Maybe it’s a Lesser House like Light or Water, but those rarely manifest with injuries.  What kind of injury could you have caused to your cousin, Lady Maeve?  The House of Earth is gone completely.  That leaves the House of Shadows, but the House of Shadows doesn’t leave injuries.”
He cocks his head, that surprisingly thoughtful expression on his face.  “I doubt that you’re from a Lesser House.  There’s no way that the Prince of Flames would tie himself to someone from the House of Life or anything ridiculous.  It’s a good question, don’t you think?”
The dance ends, and I stare at Rhion silently as I step back.  The House of Shadows doesn’t leave injuries.  What else could it be?
“Maeve,” Cole says loudly, pulling us apart, but I don’t stop staring at Rhion.  I’ve never heard Cole or the Shade say anything about shadows being able to poison someone like that.  So what is it?
“Thank you for the dance, Lady Maeve,” Rhion says with a grin at me, and then at Cole.
“What did he say?” Cole whispers.
I say nothing for a long while.  “He knows I’m more than just a Wyrdling.  He knows I’m wearing the Forgotten Ring.  He knows I owe three debts to the Shade.  He knows that I’m not from Flame or Steel, and Cole,” I move closer to the man I’m betrothed to.  “Cole, what House can poison people?”
Cole’s eyes widen as he takes my hand.  “I don’t know, Maeve.  The House of Green, possibly?  They draw their powers from the living things around them, but if you weren’t holding a poisonous plant, that wouldn’t work.  Most of the Houses keep their powers hidden from the outside world, and there are some examples of powers that only a handful of people can manifest.  Rhion’s ability to create clothing or my ability to create cold flames.  But that would mean…”
“That I have a second House,” I finish.
It’s a shock to realize.  A true revelation.  And it doesn’t matter at all.  “Come on,” I say.  “Leave it for now.  We need to dance, or we need to leave, correct?”
Cole nods to me.  “Yes.  Dance or leave.  We need to stay for at least a little longer.  Just another hour or so before we can escape.”
I take a deep breath.  “Then let’s get it out of the way.  I’m ready to be done with this place.”
Cole gives me a smile, but something inside me tells me it’s as fake as any he’s given tonight.  I want to correct myself.  I want to tell him I don’t want to be done with him, but the truth is that when I leave, he’s going to stay.  When I walk away from Draenyth, he’ll be standing and fighting.  Maybe not today.  Maybe not this month, but it’ll be sooner rather than later.
I remember that vision I’ve had every night that I’ve entered his mental landscape.  That obsidian tower in that tormented place of razor-sharp surfaces and blazing hot winds.  The tower that rose high into the air and stood against the pain that filled that place.  It’s the thing that has helped him survive the life he was born into.  
He won’t crumble.  His desires won’t war against his obligations.  He’s had hundreds of years of teaching and experiences force that rule on him.  He’s a tool, and while he’s a tool for what he believes will help the world, he’s still a tool.  His desires don’t matter.
I stop him as he tries to walk away.  Today is the last day we have together.  My hand goes to his chest, passing through the flames that run along his jacket, and my nails dig into the fabric.  “Cole, I don’t want you to think about tomorrow or the day after.  Not for the rest of the day or night.  I want you to treat today like it’s your absolute last day alive.  I want you to spend every moment exactly how you want to spend it.  Tomorrow, you can go back to being the Prince of Flames, but today, just be Cole.  Just… stop trying to do the right thing.”
He looks down at me, and those eyes of his blaze orange.  Bright and terrifying and so hot.  Then he bends down and presses his lips to mine.  Just like that night by the river, every bit of him washes over me.  The emotional pain that weighs him down.  The darkness of his past.  The fear of the future.  The joy of this moment together.  It all runs together in a river of orange and red emotions.
We’re standing in the middle of a ballroom in the Keep of Flames.  Hundreds of nobles are around us, the strongest and most important people in the entire world.  People that should terrify me.
I don’t care one bit about them.  Not right now, while Cole’s lips press against mine.  His hands grip my arms so tight that I’m sure that he’s leaving bruises.  I forget about everything in the world, just as I’d asked him to do.  There is no tomorrow.  No responsibilities.  No Hazel or Calyr or King Casimir.  Just us tonight.  Just me and the man that I’ve continued to fall for.
Flames erupt around us.  Not orange or red.  Bright white.  So hot that I worry about our clothes burning up, but I shouldn’t worry about that at all.  Not when Cole’s the reason for the heat, because I know I can trust him with my life.
Every noble in Draenyth is watching the inferno that’s swirling around us, and I’m almost certain that at least one person screamed when those flames erupted.  Those people don’t matter as Cole’s lips move to my neck.  There’s no confusion about how Cole feels, and I certainly am not trying to stop him.
The drumbeat that I’ve tried to smother for weeks roars to life as his lips explore the skin above my collar.  My panting breath is a payment to him, and the inferno grows ever hotter.  My fingers dig into the fabric of his coat, and I wish I could rip those clothes off him.  To shred them.
Tendrils of shadows roll off my fingertips, but they’re burned away almost instantly.  There’s no way that I can hold the shadows back.  Not even with my mother’s ring.  His lips trace the curve of my neck, and his teeth lightly brush against my skin.  I know that I’m helpless against him.
“If I want to do anything,” he whispers, “it’s to leave this place and show you how badly I’ve wanted you.”
“Then do it.  Show me what it would be like to truly be betrothed to the Prince of Flames.”
There’s a moment of hesitation, and then he lifts me into the air.  The flames around us die down, and there’s no way that anyone has missed us leaving the ball, much less what we’re headed off to do.
Maybe that’s the best way to keep people from asking questions after all.






  
  Chapter 44


Before I hatched, there were stories.  Beings that no dragon could face.  Eaters.  Hunters.  Death.  We thought they were impossible.  What can kill a dragon?  We were wrong.  Only I have fought them and lived.  Only I have showed them that they could be killed.  Not before they killed my brood.  Not before they killed my wife.  My only regret is that I cannot destroy them all before I leave this place.~Sidon the Strong, A History of Magic and Dragons


“Not here,” I whisper as Cole starts to pull and paw at my dress while we stand inside his room.  “Even with the ring, I won’t be able to stop the shadows.  Someone will find us.” 
He snarls, looking far more feral than I’ve ever seen him.  “Come on.  I’ll fly fast.”  When he turns to climb the stairs to the top of the Keep, I run to keep up, just as ready as he is to escape the Keep and Draenyth so that I can let go.  So that I can feel him.  So that we can finally both be completely free together.
As soon as we reach the top, Cole steps behind me and wraps his arms under mine.  There’s a moment of hesitation, and then he leaps into the air, massive owl wings stretching out on either side of us as he propels us higher into the night sky.
Cole’s arms hold me tight against him, and I can feel his hardness pressing against me.  It only makes it harder to control myself.  His muscles strain, not to hold me up, but to push us upward.  Unlike the other times we’ve flown, he’s not soaring.  He’s climbing, and there’s only one reason we’d be going up instead of out.  We’re not going to the forests.  We’re going up to Skycrest.
It doesn’t take long before the air gets colder and wetter. The wet air clings to us, soaking our very expensive clothing, and I realize what’s happening.  We’re in the clouds.  No one will see my shadows or Cole’s flames if we go above the clouds.  And it’s so much closer to Draenyth.
“Almost there,” he grunts with another wing flap.  “And then I get to see you.  All of you.”
An instant later, I find myself standing in that shattered landscape of Cole’s mind.  It’s different.  Where flames and sharp edges had ringed the obsidian tower before, soft shadows and smooth stone lay.  There are still bands of flame and razor edges, but so much of it has been worn away and soothed.
I walk toward that black stone tower, and each step feels right.  More right than I can remember anything else.
Whispers on the wind soothe me.  The black stone tower looms ever closer as the mix of cool shadows and warm summer breeze pushes me onward.  One step at a time, I see that the ground is different here.  Not smoothed by my shadows.  Not ringed in pain from flames and sharpness.  There’s a darkness here that feels so much darker than me.
So much more powerful.
And that black stone… feels familiar.  There’s another scent in the air.  Salt and cedar.  The Shade.
I reach out to touch the stone, to feel the inky blackness turned solid under my fingers.  And it all disappears.  Instead of that terrible landscape and beautiful tower, I’m staring into Cole’s eyes.  Bright orange and glowing in the darkness.  All around him, his skin catches fire and then it puffs out of existence.
Just like at the ball.  Except that this fire is not cold, and waves of heat roll off.  “Take off your ring,” he whispers.  “There’s no need to hide what we are here.”
I look around and see that we’re not on the mountain.  We’re in it.  Hidden in a cave far above the clouds, the mouth a few yards behind me.  “I saw you,” I whisper.  “What is the tower made of?”
Cole’s eyes hold me in their gaze.  “The future.  The only thing that’s kept me from giving up on the world.  On everything.  But we aren’t talking about the future tonight, Maeve.  Your rule; not mine.”
I smile at him and raise my hand.  Small strands of shadows run from my fingertips to the floor of the cave, a spider’s nest of darkness pooling at our feet.  He takes my hand and slowly slides the silver ring off my finger.  In an instant, the floor is covered in that darkness.  Like the day we’d gone far from Draenyth to train with shadows, and I’d first found that obsidian tower in his mind.
Cole holds the ring up and puts it on a rock outcropping, somewhere that wouldn’t be disturbed.  “Safe and sound.”
His words are a distant memory when he moves to kiss me.  Unlike in the ballroom, the flames that roar around us don’t burn white hot.  Flashes of brightness flicker in the darkness, and I realize that he’s tasting me and testing me.  He nearly lost control in that ballroom.  Here, he’s just as focused as when he’s in battle.
Except that those glowing eyes don’t want to destroy me.  They want to consume me.
His lip curls up, and like so many times while we sparred, flames explode around him, but I don’t pull away.  Right now, there’s no separation between us.  The world may be burning, but I’m safe in his hands.
Because right now, we aren’t two separate people.  The betrothal bond connects us in a way that no human could ever understand.  His lips press against mine, but it’s so much more than that.  He pulls away, and the flames on our skin disappear.
“That’s a neat trick,” I whisper as I realize that instead of taking off my dress, he simply burned it away.  Along with his clothes.  “But what if I liked that dress?”
He smiles at me, his gaze roaming over my naked body.  “Then I’ll have another one made.”  The words come out as an afterthought as his eyes linger on my bare skin.  “Perfect,” he whispers.  His hand reaches out, and I stare into his eyes, watching him take me in.  It starts at my cheek and slowly moves down my throat.  His fingers tighten around my neck for just a moment, showing me his strength, and I don’t pull away, standing tall for him.  I stare into his eyes just like I did the very first night I met him.
I could move.  I could do the same thing he’s doing to me.  I could reach out and explore his body, but I’ve already done that before.  I’ve felt his skin when I walked the terrible landscape of his soul.  I’ve run my fingers over him.
But no one’s ever touched mine like this.  When his fingers move to my breast, my nipples harden at his touch.  His touch is soft, nothing like the way he normally is.  Nothing like the way he’s touched me while he’s still mostly asleep.
Don’t hold back, I whisper through our bond.  He tenses at the words, and his hand tightens around my breast.  His breathing changes, and the flames that have flickered in and out of existence fade away.
And my shadows come alive.  “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known,” he says.  His hand releases my breast and slowly moves down my side.  I don’t know what to say.  My body’s craved his touch since the very first time he carried me.
Where his flames had sent the world into so much light that I’d been nearly blinded, my shadows surround us, blotting out the rest of the world.  And yet, I know exactly where he is and what he looks like.  That darkness is a part of me.  No different from my hair or nails.
Cole doesn’t need to see when he can feel me.  His hand moves lower, slipping between my legs, and I can’t stop the moan that escapes my lips.  “Yes,” I whisper.  “Yes.  Yes.  Yes.”
An answer to any hesitation he could have.  I can’t stand it any longer.  This distance between us.  Shadows flow under and around me and lift me toward him, pressing my breasts against his chest, and I run my hand through his hair, my fingers tightening in it as I press my lips to his again.
This is what I’ve wanted.  This is what drives my shadows from me, and now… now, I understand.
His finger slips inside me, and my head leans back.  A desperate moan.  I close my eyes, and it somehow all becomes more.  The shadows cling to me, holding me and supporting me as Cole’s finger slowly slides in and out of me.  His lips make a trail of kisses from my lips to my throat.
I don’t understand how to handle all the sensations.  Like that first day in Draenyth, I feel overwhelmed by it all, and yet, I don’t want to hide.  I want more.  Cole’s teeth graze my throat, and another low moan escapes me.
He slowly pulls his fingers out of me.  After all these weeks of being desperate for him, I beg, “Please don’t stop.  Please.”
“Trust me,” he whispers, and my eyes flash open.  His gaze is on me, glowing embers instead of ice-blue eyes, and he kneels in front of me.  My shadows hold me in the air and make space as he presses his lips between my legs.
Never have I felt anything like this.  I’d thought that I understood desire.  I’d been wrong.  “You taste,” he licks me again, “so delicious.”  I lay back and the cloud of shadows becomes a bed at the perfect height for Cole to do whatever he wants to do with those magical lips of his.
Nothing in almost three months of a magic-filled life has compared to the way they make me feel.
His hands run up my thighs, leaving goosebumps in their wake, and he pulls me tighter to him, his tongue diving deeper inside me.  I wish I had a blanket to ball my fists in because I need something to hold on to.  Something to anchor me to the world.  I feel like I’m going to explode or fly away or just break.  The sensations raging through me are too much.
Then I find his hair.  The gorgeous, long, black hair that I’ve admired.  With both hands, I ball my fist in that hair, and I don’t let go.
“Yes,” I groan as he moves back to a more sensitive place.  His fingers dig into my thighs as he keeps me from squeezing my legs together.  I look down at him and see those orange embers staring back at me.  Watching me writhe in his hands.
Inside me, I can feel a raging inferno building.  It threatens to burn me alive, and every lick that Cole’s magical tongue makes only drives it higher.  Somehow, I still pull his face tighter to me.  I still beg for more.
Cole looked at me like he was going to consume me, and that’s exactly what he’s doing.  He is that fire.  He is that inferno.  I’m not sure that the woman I was before tonight will survive this, and I don’t know that I want her to.
“I’m yours,” I whisper.
And Cole doesn’t respond.  His tongue is too busy.  My hips know what they want, and they buck, grinding against his tongue.  Cole’s fingers dig into my thighs, spreading them wide and holding them in place.  My body wants to grind.  It wants to push him harder against me, but he’s too strong.
He has been in control since the moment he kissed me, and that’s not changing.  The storm inside me rages, begging for something.  Something I don’t know.
Then he pulls his mouth away from me.  I want to kick and scream.  To beg and cry.  Whatever it takes to make him keep going.  “No,” I moan.  “You can’t stop now.  You have to keep going.”
But he ignores me, those magical lips leaving kisses up my stomach until they latch onto my nipple, feeding that inferno inside me.  His teeth press against it, just hard enough that it sends a bit of lightning through me, and I buck my hips.
Until I feel his hardness press against me.  My eyes open wide at the sensation.  His eyes don’t leave my gaze as he sucks harder on my nipple.  My body shivers with every touch, but it’s frozen, not knowing what to do.
I bite my lip hard enough to taste blood, every inch of me confused and overwhelmed and absolutely desperate for whatever Cole is going to do.  But I’m not ready for any of it.
I don’t know if I could ever be ready for it, though.  Which is why I don’t struggle when I feel him press against me.  For the first time, terror takes hold.  Shadows swirl around me, trying to protect me, and Cole lets go of my breast, moving directly in front of me.
“Do you trust me?” he whispers.  My legs are shifting, moving, trying to escape the pressure between my legs.  And yet, they’re not pushing him away.
I don’t want him to go anywhere.  I don’t want him to stop kissing or sucking or licking.  I want all of it.  And maybe I want this too, but… “I’m scared,” I whisper.
It’s the first time I’ve ever said those words in my entire life.  I’m scared.  Not of monsters or death or pain or even tying my soul to someone.
He kisses me then.  Hard enough that I close my eyes.  He’s not consuming me now.  He’s not trying to fan the flames inside me.
Instead, I see the obsidian tower in my mind.  A foot away.  The scent of cedar and salt swirls around it, but then I touch the stone and realize that it’s not stone at all.  It’s shadows.
My shadows.
I smell something completely different.  Rain.  Summer rain after it’s been dry for so long.  “What is that?” I whisper.
Then it’s all gone again.  “It’s you, Maeve.  The thought of you is what’s kept me from giving in.  When I met you… I didn’t have very much hope left.  You saw how many times I lost control.  I… I was breaking.  Then I met you and everything changed.”
I stare into the flames in his eyes.  I feel every bit of the outpouring of his emotions.  The trust and… Something else.  Something that I can’t quite believe.
“I trust you,” I whisper, and my body relaxes.  He kisses me, and I melt into it.  My legs don’t push him away as he pushes past my resistance.  A twinge of pain slices through me, but it’s nothing compared to so many pains in my life.
There’s something else, though.  Something less tangible.  The woman I was before tonight is gone, and someone else is here.
And then Cole kisses me harder, and the thoughts are gone, burned away by the passion in his lips.  My hands slide over his body, feeling every inch of him without even a touch of fear.
His lips and hands are everywhere.  Biting, grabbing, kissing, licking.  Like he can’t get enough of me.  But something changed with that pain.
Shadows swirl around me, just like when I was afraid.  Except that this time, they don’t want to protect me.  My body shifts, the bed made of darkness growing under us, pushing Cole fully onto me.
All the while, his body slides in and out of me, and the inferno that he lit inside me grows with each thrust.  It’s desperate to explode, and I cling to him, not sure what will be left of me at the end of this.
I don’t care, though.  I want to feel everything.  Even if there’s nothing left when he’s done.  My eyes don’t leave his.  My body shakes under him as the pressure inside me becomes too much to hold back.
A deep moan leaves my lips, and my back arches.  “That’s it,” he growls into my ear.  “If tonight was my last night, I would be happy now.”
I can barely comprehend the words as my body shakes.  He’s not done, and his body only moves faster, sending little lightning bolts through me.  His jaw tightens as he looks down at me, purpose in those glowing eyes, and he pulls me tighter to him.  Only for a few seconds, and then I scream as my body explodes with those sensations again.
And his fingers tighten against me hard enough to bruise as he roars out his own release.  I don’t know how, but something has changed.  I stare into Cole’s eyes even as my body writhes under him as he slows and finally stops.  Something has changed.  Just like that night on the river when we tied our souls together.
Not something tangible.  Not something truly describable.  But something, nonetheless.
“I never expected to do that,” I whisper.  I spent my life not believing that my world would ever be anything beyond the forest.  “I…”
“You’re incredible,” he says, completely ignoring my words.  He’s not being rude.  Those eyes that seem to peer into my soul couldn’t be trying to be rude.  That’s when I recognize it.  I don’t want to think about my past.  The days before I met him.  “There’s only tonight,” he whispers.
I smile at him.  “You’re incredible, too,” I say, and he leans forward to kiss me.  Soft.  Kind.  A kiss that is not supposed to incite desire, and yet… I still feel that drumbeat quicken.  His finger traces a line from my collarbone to my breast.
“Now, if only we’d remembered to bring snacks,” he says with a grin.  I just shake my head and relax, not at all unhappy with my shadows as a bed.
“Lay down with me,” I whisper.  “We don’t need to be anywhere tonight.”
I rub the solid shadows beside me and grin up at him.  “You know that when you wake up, you might have to do that again, don’t you?”
He chuckles, and flames sputter to life in the air beside him, his desire fading and being replaced by excitement.  “I’d be happy to bring you to earth shattering ecstasy twice a day every day forever.”
Forever.  That’s a thing for Immortals.  I think I could get used to that.  Cole sits back, and I lay down sideways on the shadows, the makeshift bed that’s perfectly soft.  It’s more like a cloud than any bed could ever be.  When Cole curls up beside me and puts his arm around me, I don’t think I could ever feel safer.
This is what I’ve wanted.  This exact feeling.  My body thrums in contentment.  Not desire.  Not anger.  Not joy or pride or excitement or annoyance.  Contentment.
Something that I could never have found in Blackgrove.  Something I could never have found in the forest.
Only in Cole’s arms could I have found it.  Only having his arms around me, his naked body pressed against mine.  And I smile.
Because tonight is the kind of night that dreams are made of.






  
  Interlude 4


22 years ago 
The child squirms in the High Fae’s arms.  A beautiful little girl that was born with a purpose that no one, not even she, can know.  The Forgotten Ring hangs onto her finger just as tightly as it had held onto the female’s finger so many times in the past.
The ring was not meant for infants only a year old, but the female would have to trust that her handmaid would watch over the child and prevent her from removing the ring.  Soon enough, her powers will begin to stir.
Already, the female can feel the shadows pushing through her resolve, desperate to be released into the world.  Unlike the other Great Houses, the stronger High Fae from the House of Shadows are incapable of keeping their shadows completely leashed.
The child means so much to her, more than she’d expected.  “Little Star, I’m going to miss you, but know that I’m watching you.  Just like you watch the stars in the sky every night, I’ll be looking at you more than you’ll know.  I just won’t be able to touch you.  I won’t be able to hold you or play with you.  But I will watch you.  And one day, I’ll hold you again.  Until then, you’ll have to be my Little Star.”
She’d expected this moment to be easy.  For other Immortals, it would have been, but she’d been here with this man for years now, and he’d taught her things.  A human.  Absolutely powerless against the world around him.  He was different from what the female had imagined.
When he kissed her, it was not like when High Fae had kissed her in the past.  Her bedroom partners had been many before she’d left Draenyth, a normal thing for a female from the House of Shadows.  But she had never had a lover.  She had never known the emotions that stirred inside her now, nor had she known what it was like to have them stir inside her partner like this.
The pain that he would feel rips at her heart in a way that shouldn’t be real.  Why should she care about a worthless human’s pain?  About his emotions?  It’s a weakness, and she should purge it from herself.
But the thought of losing these emotions would be worse than hurting the human.  To go back to being that cold, heartless Queen seems like giving up everything that matters.  The little girl in her arms would just be a tool to her, then.  Not her Little Star.
“It’s time, isn’t it?” the man asks from behind her.  She’s sitting on their porch holding their daughter.  The rocking chair he’d built her to sit in while she watched the night fall squeaks just a little as she rocks the child one last time.
“No.  Not quite, Sandor.  I… I would like to do a very stupid thing first.”
She can hear every move he makes.  Her ability to know where his body is at any given time is unmatched, and even the shift of his clothing rattles in her ears, a reminder of his humanity and her immortality.  And yet, when he frowns and cocks his head as he’s so prone to doing, she smiles.
It’s not his strength or his skills that changed the former Queen.  It’s not his wealth or his body or his ability to protect her.  There’s no one in the world that could make her smile because of those things.  She is the strongest member of the House of Shadows, a warrior without compare.  Only the one who wears the Painted Crown can beat her in battle.  Or possibly his son.
She would not have become more by meeting and living with someone strong.  But this weak and powerless human has changed her in ways that she could not have predicted; ways that would not be obvious to anyone who hasn’t lived with humans before.  Humans have something that no High Fae does.
They understand love.  They understand, even without magical bonds, that all living things are connected.  Sometimes, being the most powerful isn’t always the most important thing.  Sometimes, it’s the weakest person who can change everything.  Like Sandor Arden did for her.
“You’ve never done anything stupid before,” he says.  “You’re the most brilliant woman I’ve ever met, and that’s why I know that there’s nothing I can say that will convince you to stay.  Because you’re probably right.  You need to go.  For her sake.”
His eyes drift to their daughter.  The beautiful little girl that will someday grow up to take her place in Draenyth.  A Wyrdling with a hidden bloodline that could save the world when not even the strongest Queen in history could.
The woman looks at the man.  Maybe one day they could be together again.  For now, she would have to leave to keep the little girl safe.  There will be hunters on her trail if she lets her scent stay here too long.  She’d be able to fight them, but that would bring danger to her daughter.
If she leaves now, her daughter will be safe, and maybe, if the fates allowed, that beautiful little girl will heal the world in a way that the former Queen could not.
That means that the High Fae will have to leave the child and Sandor.  The pain cuts her again, deep and ragged.  “I…” she hesitates.  This would be the stupidest thing that she has ever done.  A permanent weakness.  Sandor is human.  He will die, and she’ll be left with a wound in her soul that will never heal.
But for those few years, she would know what it was to love a man in a way that no other High Fae ever has.  She will know what it is to love her husband.  To tie her soul to his.  A way to feel him even while they’re separated.
“Sandor,” she whispers, “will you marry me?  Will you bind your soul to mine, as my people do?”
He kneels down in front of her, the baby between them, and he says, “I will do anything for you, Brenna.  I don’t know what that means, but… but if it lets me be closer to you, then it’s what I want.  I’m human, though.  You’ll outlive me, and then what?”
She smiles at him, a tear in her eyes.  “Then I’ll love our daughter because she reminds me of you.  Then I’ll remember the way you made me feel.  No different from any other widow.  There’s no one in the world that I’d rather tie my soul to than you, the man that taught me what love is.  The man who taught me what it is to care about a person for more than what they could do for me.”
A tear rolls down her cheek, and it’s mirrored in the man she loves.  In several hours, she’ll leave Blackgrove.
He smiles at her through the tears and asks, “Tell me what to do, my love.  There’s nothing in the world I want more than to be married to the woman of my dreams.”


      [image: image-placeholder]As the female Fae looks down at the house in the woods where her husband and daughter lay, protected only by her handmaiden, she understands why the High Fae refuse to marry humans.  Even now, her husband’s longing tears at her resolve.  She knows that what she is doing is right for the world.  For her daughter and husband.  Even for herself.
It doesn’t make it any easier, though.  The ache in her chest is more than she ever expected to feel.  The tears that stream down her cheek are the only ones she’s cried for as long as she can remember.
You cannot mourn the loss of something if you never loved it.  And those two fragile people in that house are the only things she’s ever loved.  More than power.  More than riches.  More than rightness.  The former Queen of Shadows chose to have a weakness, and now she has to leave it behind.






  
  Chapter 45


The war that will come is inevitable.  
It is what happens after that is unknown.~Calyr the Gold, A History of Magic and Dragons


I stand on the cliff outside the cave that Cole and I fell asleep in.  Dawn is coming.  A hint of light spreading across the world.  The wind this high up the mountain whips at my hair as I stand on the rocks completely naked.  Vulnerable and terrified that I’m going to make a mistake.  The way I’d felt with him this evening had been so perfect.  It only drives home the reality that my decision today decides everything that happens afterward.   
The plans are set.  My future is squarely in my hands.  Unlike ever before in my life, every moment from this point on is entirely my choice.  I could walk away.  I’m strong enough to protect myself anywhere in the world except maybe Draenyth now.  I could abandon my promise to Hazel and run away to some far-off corner of the world.  But that would mean that she would die.  First because I hurt her and then because I abandoned her this close to the end.
I could take Cole up on his offer.  To run away with him.  To let him fly us so far away that no one could find us.  We could live every night like it was last night.  Just the two of us in an otherwise empty world.  Our magic and our bond could be as real as it was last night.  Hazel would die.  Cole would have to abandon his goals.  And the world would never heal.
That’s what it all comes down to, doesn’t it?  Hazel and the world.  Do we choose to honor our responsibilities?  Do we fix the things we have broken?  Or do we choose to ignore them and run away together?
I feel him, that light brushing against my vulnerability.  The bond that only grew last night.  “What are you doing out here?” Cole asks softly.  
“Thinking.  Dawn’s almost here,” I say, my eyes going to where the sun is peeking over the bits of cloud just below us.
“Reconsidering my offer?” he asks as he moves to stand next to me.
I nod without looking at him.  “I don’t want to walk away from you, Cole.  I don’t want to leave.”
There’s a pain that flows through the bond, a confusing emotion that makes me want to chase it down to where it came from.  To understand why there’d be pain.
He doesn’t hesitate for long.  “Do you want to help me fix the world, Maeve?  Do you want to live here?  To fight my father and Gethin and maybe, just maybe, make a difference?”
There are so many questions, and all the answers are different.  Do I want to live in Draenyth?  Absolutely not.  To fight his father and Gethin, though?  I don’t know.  To fix the world?
I turn to him and take his hand in mine.  Those eyes of his are still orange, still so filled with fire that I can’t believe that he’s the same person who rescued me from the harpies in Blackgrove all those weeks ago.
“I don’t know, Cole.  You say I can help you, but I don’t know if I can.  I don’t think that I’m strong enough.  Maybe I could help some, but there’s no way that I could become the Queen of Shadows.  And I have to help Hazel first.  Sia talked to me, and after being inside everyone’s heads for thousands of years, she doesn’t think I’m strong enough.  Realistically, do you?”
Cole looks at me, the fire in his eyes flaring at the same time that the glimmer of an orange glow fills the darkness beside me.  “Are you strong enough to help?  Yes.  Are you strong enough to be the Queen of Shadows?  I don’t know.  You weren’t strong enough to survive Draenyth when I met you, but now you are.  You’re strange, Wyrdling.  I don’t know what’s possible from you anymore.”
I shake my head and stare at the sun as the first true rays cross the horizon.  “I’m not, Cole.  I… I saved those humans that first day in Draenyth, and I’d do it again.  I couldn’t do that and survive this war.  I may be strong enough to fight, but I’m not strong enough to lead.  It’ll break me.”
He nods to me.  He grits his teeth and grips his wrist, his fingers digging into his skin.  “Then please walk away now, Maeve.  Please, run away, and don’t let anyone convince you to come back.  Forget about this place.  Forget about me.  Forget about everything.  Let your cousin die and go live peacefully somewhere else.”
He says the words so quickly that it’s only at the end, when he’s done, that I notice the pain in his face.  “What’s wrong?” I whisper.
He closes his eyes and grits his teeth.  “Use your powers to get out of here, Maeve.  Leave me here and run away.  Shadow walk somewhere else.”
That’s when I see it.  The twin strands of darkness running from the mark on his wrist around his arm.  Moving just like the marks that I left on Hazel.  They’re moving just as quickly up his arm, and I feel like this is a repeat of the worst day of my life except that this isn’t my fault.  My eyes open wide.  “No.  No!  Don’t you break that oath, Cole.  Don’t you dare die.  I’m not leaving!”  The lines blur, rising out of his skin.  His nails dig in, and crimson blood runs down his arm before dripping onto the stones below us.
I slip my ring off my finger, and I will those shadows back.  Cole screams, but the shadows stop moving.  I focus on the way his skin feels under my fingers.  So similar to last night, and the drumbeat that was so loud last night is a mere fraction of what it’d been.
But it’s enough.  I can’t push them all the way back, but I can stop them from growing.  I can stop them from destroying him.  Just long enough for him to fix whatever oath he broke.  
He screams again, and I do my best to wedge myself into his mind through our bond.  Please.  Don’t break your oath.  Whatever it is.  I can’t let you die, Cole.  I need you more than anything.
I repeat it, over and over, as I focus on those shadows that just keep getting stronger.  I won’t be able to hold them still for very much longer as Cole writhes on the ground, his eyes closing, a war being waged over his body.  Me against the Shade.  Me against the most dangerous person in the world.  At least that’s what I’d thought the day that I met him.  The day that he saved Hazel and put me in his debt.
And I’m not losing.  I grit my teeth and think of how Cole touched me last night.  I imagined how he’d shown me what desire was.  His tongue had teased and tormented me.  I let the thought of him inside me give me strength.
The shadows on Cole’s arm move back the smallest amount.  They leave… emptiness.  A void.  Empty channels where his arm had been.  It’s going to be fine.  It has to be fine.  I watched him heal from wounds from his father that would have killed any other person.  This is nothing.
Blood pools in that tiny missing section of his arm, and I try to push my way into his mind again.  Please, Cole.  Let me stay.  You telling me to run is why this is happening.  So let me stay.  Let me stay!
His eyes open wide, and there are shadows in them warring with the flames.  He screams again, and I can’t help the tears that roll down my cheeks.  Then I hear the softest words in my mind.  Fine.  Stay.
And his body collapses to the ground.  My eyes go directly to the twin lines of shadow that were threatening to kill him, and those terrible shadows disappear in front of my eyes.  The thin sliver under his wrist is all that’s left.  And where those terrible lines were growing, there’s nothing.  Deep grooves in his arms that are pouring blood onto the ground.
We’re on the top of a mountain at dawn, and there’s no way to get down.  Cole’s hurt.  Badly.  I can’t leave the city or that could break his oath.
There are no more choices to make.  No more options.  I have to get him to his room where the rest of that silver medicine is.  I have to get us all the way there without wings.
I consider trying to make wings out of shadows like I’d made the dress, but I don’t think I could lift Cole for the entire flight even if I could fly.  
No, there’s only one answer that makes sense.  I have to shadow walk and not let Cole be dragged into the darkness.
I take a deep breath, and my shadows swirl around us. They cling to us and form into clothes.  Simple and made of midnight, they’re far less beautiful than the dress I made when the Shade taught me to shadow walk.
I don’t think Cole’s going to die or even be scarred, but his breathing is haggard, and that worries me.  He needs the medicine.  The bleeding has clotted, and his Immortal body is already healing the worst wounds.  But something about those shadows did more than just make his flesh go away.  It was a magical attack inside him, too, because he’s not waking up.
I slide the Forgotten Ring over Cole’s finger for safekeeping since I don’t have any pockets, and I strain to lift him.  My body doesn’t believe that it can lift a man as large as Cole.  I don’t know why.
It’s no different from the times that I carried two hundred pound boar home on my shoulders.  I close my eyes and imagine myself standing in front of a dead boar instead of Cole.  I feel the trees around me.  Peace weaves itself through me, and I reach down to wrap my arms under him.  When I go to pick him up this time, it’s like my body shouldn’t have ever had a problem carrying him.  Like he weighs almost nothing.
I take a moment to center myself, to focus on what I’m going to do.  Shadow walking is a dangerous business, and even though I know I need to do it, I can’t go into it unprepared.  Almost like facing the Nothing on the road that day with Cole.
Having a plan is important.
I know exactly where I’m going.  The bed in Cole’s room.  The shadows that are opposite of the windows.  Just like last time.  Those shadows are always there.
I know what I’m doing.  Deep down, I think I’ve always known.  Just like how I hurt Hazel and how it was easy to create things from shadows.
I take a deep breath and let the shadows flow from my feet, creating a pool of darkness.  I imagine the look of pain on Cole’s face.  The terrible black lines that traced his arm.  And the one who caused Cole pain.  The Shade.  Everything inside me is sickened at the thought that he touched me.  That he saw me, that I ever considered him an ally.  That he’s the one who taught me of desire.
I take that revulsion and channel it into the shadows at my feet.  I can feel them change, can feel the destruction that those swirling black mists hold.
For a moment, everything’s silent, as if the world is holding its breath.  I hold on tight to Cole, remembering just how much he means to me.  I focus on how bound together we are.  I won’t let anything hurt him.  This time, it’s me that’s going to save him.
I take a step forward and fall through the world.






  
  Chapter 46


It is not the ones we give the power to that I worry for.  
It is their children.  It is what happens when they have 
forgotten what we have taught them.~Calyr the Gold, A History of Magic and Dragons


For that briefest of moments, I’m nothing.  Just like when the Shade showed me what it was to shadow walk.  Lost to darkness, I can’t feel Cole on my back.  I can’t feel anything.  I’m nothing and there are no responsibilities.  I don’t need to help Cole.  I don’t need to do anything.  I can simply fade into that darkness. 
That darkness pulls at me, desperate to take all the desires in me away.  To make me a part of it.  It wants me to stay here in the void with it.  It feels like home, just like before.  The calm silence where there is no desire and no hatred.  Nothing except serenity.
But the time is too short.  My willpower isn’t that weak, and I visualize everything in Cole’s room.  A puddle of shadows grows at the side of his bed.  My shadows.  
Those are a part of me I can control and sense the world through.  I pull on them.  Hard.  Immediately, I fly out of the darkness and hit the foot of Cole’s bed.  Cole tumbles off my shoulder onto the bed, falling in a heap.  The shadows we came out of fade almost immediately now that they’re not connected to me anymore.
I grab the ring off Cole’s finger and slip it over mine.  No one’s in the room, so I let the clothing fade.  I want as little of my magical scent in the room as possible.  Immediately, I’m digging out the medicine and bandages.  I know exactly what to do, but as I wrap the bandages around Cole’s arm, he doesn’t stir.  I’m terrified, but I don’t know who to talk to.  I don’t know how to help him.
I could call the Shade.  I could beg for another favor.  One to heal Cole and wake him up.  My fingers itch the three marks that are still on my wrist, and I refuse.  I will not let him own any more decisions.  Not after he nearly killed the man… the man I love.
I don’t have time to accept that realization.  To think it through.  He needs help, and I may not know the right answers.  I grab my undertunic off the floor and throw it on over my head before going to the door to Cole’s room.  Nevan is standing outside it, concern on his face.  “Lady Maeve, is there something wrong?” he asks in that reptilian voice.
“I need…” I grit my teeth, not knowing who to talk to about this.  Only Darian and Lee.  I know he trusts them completely.  “I need Darian and Lee.  Are they still in the Keep?”
Nevan nods.  “They are getting ready for the ceremony.  Would you like me to send for them?”
I nod emphatically.  “Yes.  As fast as possible.  Please, Nevan.  I need them immediately.”
Nevan seems to sense the urgency, as he doesn’t even bow before stepping away from me and walking down a hallway.
I take a deep breath and go back into Cole’s room, closing the door behind me.  I go to him and see that his breathing is still labored.  There’s nothing else to do, so I just sit next to him and hold his hand.  I reach through the betrothal bond and try to pull him out of this deep sleep.  It’s the only thing I can think of to wake him.
But nothing happens.  Minutes pass and seem like hours, and I just keep trying.  Calm and peaceful, I try to wake him without upsetting his body.  I want him to rest and heal, but I’m scared there’s more wrong than I had thought.
Then the door opens and Darian and Lee race to the bed.  “What happened?” Lee asks, a terrified look on her face.  “Nevan said that Cole was injured.”
Darian sees the arm and looks at Lee, and it’s like they’re talking without saying anything.  “He broke his oath,” I say softly.  “I don’t know exactly what the oath is, but he broke it, and it tried to kill him.  I kept it from finishing, and it was only when he said that I could stay in Draenyth that it stopped.  But it tried to kill him for a long time.  Many minutes.  I put the medicine from when his back and chest were burned on his arm to take care of the wounds, but he won’t wake up.  And he’s not breathing well.”
“You stopped the mark from killing him?” Darian asks.  He’s very calm, like this is a very important question I’m answering.
I nod to him.  “Yes.  They were shadows, and they were trying to kill him, so I stopped them.  Just like when I stopped the Shade from using his shadows on me.”
Lee and Darian look at each other for a few moments and then back at me.  Both of their eyes are full of fear and surprise, and I don’t understand why.  I’m from the House of Shadows.   Why wouldn’t I be able to do those things?  “Maeve,” Lee says slowly.  “You need to get dressed so that you can go to Calyr.  I promise we will make sure that Cole is okay.  There’s a different medicine for wounds from shadows that he needs, but if you’re going to help Hazel, you need to do it now before the ceremony begins.”
I know that.  I do.  But when I look down at Cole, I can’t help but worry that he won’t be okay.  When I’m done with talking to Calyr, I’m going to have to run.  I’m going to have to escape the city, and there’s a very strong possibility that people will be hunting for me.  I may not see Cole ever again.
I won’t know if he survives.
I look down at him and run my fingers along his cheek.  If I’m going to save Hazel, it has to be now.  When everyone’s focused on the Midsummer ceremony and won’t be hunting for people from the House of Shadows because I’m going to have to take off my ring in order to get into Calyr’s cave.
“I’ll see you again, Cole,” I say.  “I promise you that after I’m done, I’m going to find my way back into Draenyth.  I won’t let you go.  I will make you mine, Cole.”
“You need to go now,” Darian says.  “Before everyone’s here.  There’s almost no time.”
I nod to them and go to the armoire.  I grab my traveling clothes, a simple tunic and pants.  Everything’s been planned.  Cole and I have talked through every step in detail.  There are no questions left.
I walk into the bathing room and don the clothes before going back into the bedroom to see Darian pouring a black liquid into Cole’s mouth.  Cole doesn’t stir for a few seconds, but then he coughs and sputters.
Black shadows hiss as they leave his open lips, and his breathing looks far better.  Darian and Lee weren’t lying.  They’re going to take care of him.  It’s all going to be fine.
I glance at the spear and sigh.  No.  I won’t be able to sneak through the Keep with a spear.  I’ll look too obvious.  The best weapon I’ll be able to carry with me is the little belt knife.  It’s not a proper weapon, but it’s also something that the average guard wouldn’t worry about.  Just like Rhion didn’t.
I have everything I have to have.  I can do this.  My entire purpose in leaving Blackgrove is ending, and right at this moment, I don’t want to leave.  I don’t want to walk away from Cole, or even Darian and Lee.  They’ve been my friends.  Better friends than I’ve ever had in my life.  They understand me, and even more than Hazel, they don’t care that I’m different.  In fact, they like that side of me.
I look at the three of them, and I take a deep breath.  I have a responsibility to fix Hazel.  Then I can come back.  Just like I said.
“I’ll be back soon,” I say.  Darian and Lee look up at me, and they nod in unison.  They’re worried about their best friend.  I’m worried about Cole, too.
Everything inside me wants to stay and help the man that’s shown me what it is to be me.  The man who’s taught me how to embrace the Immortal side of me and who’s shown me how to be strong enough to stand on my own two feet in this world that was made of nightmares not that long ago.
More than that, he taught me I wasn’t strange.  He showed me that all the things that had forced other people away were strengths and not weaknesses.  He showed me how to love myself.  And I think he showed me to love him as well.
I can’t let him die from breaking his oath, though.  If him telling me to leave hurt him, then I’ll follow through with the plan.  I’ll leave after I’m done.  I have done incredible things nearly every day since I walked out of the house I grew up in.  I have fought harpies.  I have trained with the strongest Fae warrior.  I have learned magic from the most legendary of Fae.
And now I’m about to meet the last dragon in Nyth.
If I can do all of that, then I can find a way back to Cole.  There’s no way that a stupid debt is going to keep the two of us apart.
I nod to the twins and walk out the door.  The crimson marble of the Keep’s walls, ceiling, and floors doesn’t make me think of fire.  It makes me think of the blood that poured from Cole’s arm this morning.  What had initially been beautiful and opulent now almost sickens me.
The ring on my finger is a heavy weight.  There’s no drumbeat in me.  No bottled lightning.  I feel worn out already, but I have to press on.  That’s what Cole’s oath was, as far as I can tell.  I need to follow the plan even if I just want to curl up with him like we laid last night.  Our naked bodies pressed together high above the world, supported on a bed of shadows.
I try to keep my senses alert, no different from when I’m hunting, and it’s surprisingly easy to shift into that mindset.  I’ve been hunting when tired or when I’ve been worried before.  It’s how I’ve coped with things that were out of my control too many times to count.  And I found peace then.
My senses strain to hear anything as my feet move as silently as possible on the marble.  I travel through the royal wing of the Keep and move toward the throne room that houses the red marble chair that matters so much more than I’d ever have guessed.
Then I hear people.  Soft whispers far down the passageway, and I turn off, still going in that direction, but trying to stay far away from anyone.  Three days ago, Cole had shown me how to get to Calyr’s cave.  He’d walked me down all the paths to get there.  He’d shown me maps.  He’d made sure I could find my way no matter how many hallways had people in them.
We knew there’d be a crowd.  That’s the entire purpose of doing this today.  When I have to continue to change direction, I don’t get angry or frustrated.  There will be a way, and the more people that are here, the less likely that anyone will sniff around when I take off my ring.
In a human castle, there would be flowers and paintings and engravings.  There’d be miles of rugs.  Anything to make it feel less like a stone prison and more like a carefully decorated home.  A display of wealth.
For a people whose barest bit of emotion could burn nearly anything, decorations don’t last long.  Plain stone just makes sense in unimportant places like hallways.
I would love to have a rug or two to dampen my already nearly silent footsteps, though.  I know from my time traveling with full-blooded Immortals that no matter how quiet I think I am, they can hear me.  
When I glance down a branch of hallway and see the clumping of guards around a single door, I breathe a sigh of relief.  It’s been several minutes since I’ve heard a person other than these guards.  There’s not an ounce of steel on them other than their weapons.
After training with Cole, I understand the reason they don’t wear armor, but it also seems so stupid.  They may not be able to use their powers effectively if they’re wearing armor, but the greatest protection against anyone else’s powers is gone as well.
I look down the main hallway and then down the branching one, and I see no one.  I listen for a few moments and hear nothing.  No one is nearby, though I know that as soon as my ring comes off, someone will notice the scent.  Someone will alert everyone.  I just hope that I’m far enough along already.
I slip the ring off my finger and put it into the pocket of my pants.  The shadows flow from my fingertips as easily as ever, but they aren’t overwhelming today.  There’s too much worry and nervousness for desire to take a great hold inside me.
But this is enough.  Probably more than enough.  I will the shadows to cling to each other and run along the corner of the floor and the wall on which Calyr’s door is inset.  Down, down, down, those shadows run.  I can feel the tie between them and me becoming thinner, and when I glance down the hallway, I can tell that the tightly wound strands of darkness are fuzzing as they move closer to the guards.
It's enough, though.  More than enough.  They run behind the guards, and just like so many times sparring with Cole, the strands of shadows rise and become nearly solid.  They wrap around arms and legs, tightening and coiling and holding the guards in place at the same time as separate strands run into their mouths and noses and clog their throats.  Every one of them tenses, pulling and trying to squirm out of my grip on them.
Eight full-grown High Fae from the House of Flames.  They have the same potential abilities as Cole.  Except that as my shadows slide into them, I hold them.  I don’t hold back like I’ve always done with Cole.  I know their eyes are turning black.  Their hearts are racing, but even as they run out of breath, they don’t struggle.  They’re no more than puppets right now, and puppets don’t fight you even if they’re dying.
Their bodies slump, one by one, as their air runs out, and as the last one falls unconscious, I let them all go, my shadows disappearing.  They’re not dead, but they are unconscious.
I race to the door and slam it open.  The heavy steel door feels like it barely weighs anything.  I step into the next room, and Cole’s instructions ring through my mind.  We’ve never been here.  This is the first place in the Keep of Flames that feels truly strange.  
Unlike literally every other room in the Keep, this room isn’t covered in that marble.  Instead, it reminds me of the cave we were in last night, and that’s because it’s a part of the mountain, not a part of the Keep.
The ceiling holds shadows behind stalactites, and the stalagmites that rise from the floor are nearly as tall as I am.  This is the opening to Calyr’s cave, and while there are many miles between this place and the dragon’s treasure hold, this is the beginning.
I remember Cole’s words exactly as he’d explained this step.  Every piece of my journey from here to Calyr has been outlined for me.  I just need to follow his instructions exactly.
This room is full of traps.  My father is the only one who knows where they all are, but you don't need to know.  You want to bypass them.  They could be triggered by anything solid, but shadows aren’t ever actually solid.
Walk on your shadows and you’ll be fine.
Surprisingly, I notice dozens of traps almost immediately.  Little pinholes near the opposite door.  A rock that’s inset in the floor.  A stalagmite with strange lines that wouldn’t ever have happened naturally.
I fill the floor of the cave mouth with shadows, which is far easier than I’d have believed when I first began using magic.  All it takes is a momentary thought of Cole’s naked body rising over me.  The touch of his lips against mine as I give myself to him completely.
With a thought, I solidify the shadows and walk to the other side of the room without a single problem.  I hop off the shadows and let them dissipate.  The guards outside are stirring, and the last thing I want is to be anywhere near this place when they wake up.  I need to be past the next door.
Maybe I should have killed them like Cole suggested.  Choke them to death and leave their bodies there.  It would be the smart decision.  They wouldn’t be able to call for help or chase after me.  They couldn’t have done anything, and it would have taken far longer for anyone to understand what’s happened.
But I couldn’t.  Those guards are just doing their jobs, and who am I to say that their lives are less valuable than Hazel’s or mine?  They didn’t choose to be here today, and they may not even have a problem with the House of Shadows.
I took a risk so that those eight men survived today and could go home to their families.  That means that I have to move fast, though, and I race through the darkness of another room.  One with no traps.  Cole assured me of this multiple times.
But when I get to the door, I have to pause.  Solid steel with a solid steel lock.  No magic can break this door.  Only someone from the House of Steel could physically break it.
Cole had said that we had two options.  Steal his father’s key, the only key, or I could try to pick it with shadows.  Which is nowhere near as easy as the other things I’ve done with them.  But trying to steal Casimir’s key would have been a completely different level of difficulty.  
I take a deep breath and push the shadows from my fingertips, but when I push the shadows into the keyhole, it’s like there’s an emptiness that pulls at them.  There’s no end to the amount of shadows that can fill that emptiness, either.
It's the steel sucking the magic out of my shadows, forcing them to dissipate like mist on a sunny morning.  But if I can force enough in fast enough, there’s a chance to force the lock.  I just need to push hard enough.  Like filling a room with shadows to block out the light.
I swallow before beginning.  There’s no way to do this while I’m nervous.  I have to think about Cole.  Have to think about every moment he’s touched me and made me want him.  The way his skin felt under my fingertips.  The way his mouth feels on mine.
That dark heat of his skin while I kissed him fills me up and I do my best to forget every other emotion.  Yet, memories of him lying on the floor this morning flash through my mind and fill me with fear and anger and sadness.  
Shadows pour from my fingers just as they did last night.  I try to focus on shaping them and forcing them to turn in the lock, to force the tumblers to the side.  The steel just keeps draining it, though, and that’s when I hear the door open behind me.
Rough voices hidden from view.  I hear the word “shadows” and know that they’re going to come and catch me soon if I don’t hurry.  The twang of a crossbow and a scream give the guards pause.  I have to focus.
I close my eyes and think about Cole.  I picture the way he’d burned for me last night.  I feel the way my shadows and his fire danced in his eyes as his hands and lips had roamed over my body.  I see his strength and his need to protect me, even from himself.
My mind is filled with the image of his eyes burning bright orange for me as he lay on top of me, his skin against mine, as I gave myself to him.
The shadows pour from me like they’re coming from an ocean of blackness, and for the first time since I began, there are too many shadows for the steel to devour.  It only takes a few seconds before I hear it click open.
I’m just in time to slide through the door into another room.  “It’s a woman!” By then, it’s too late for them to catch me.  I click the lock back in place as soon as I close it, and then I breathe.
I have time now, but I don’t want to wait.  Those guards are going to get Casimir, and if he catches me, both me and Cole are going to die.  Casimir will blame Cole for letting someone from the House of Shadows survive.  Much less claiming me as his betrothed.
My feet are moving immediately.  I’m in the mountain now, and torches hang from the walls in the three paths.  The labyrinth.  This is the only part that I’m nervous about.  There’s no way to use magic to get through the labyrinth.  No way that my shadows can help me at all.
Cole gave me directions, though.  He said that Casimir had taught him how to get through the labyrinth when he was younger.  Just in case Casimir died and Cole took over as King of Flames.
I take the central path, just like he told me.  Running like I’d do in the forest, I play the directions back in my head.  I’d memorized them and repeated them on four different occasions over the last three days.  I know the directions backward and forward.
But it’s been hundreds of years since Cole was in this labyrinth.
Hundreds of years of his father being very disappointed in him.
I follow the directions regardless.  Second left.  Fourth right.  Right at the “V”.  You’ll know if you’re in the right place because there will be a ladder down.  Second left.
I’m getting winded as I run.  I haven’t heard anyone following me.  There’s no crashing against the steel door that would reverberate through the labyrinth.  No shouting.  It’s just my footsteps on the uneven floor of the cave.  The sound of soft splashes as my feet find the tiny pools that flash with torchlight.
It feels like I’ve been running forever, but I know I haven’t been.  Everything’s distorted when you’re hidden under the world.  When you feel like the mountain is going to come crashing down on you.  Or that Casimir will fill this place with fire, and I’ll be dead and trapped in a hole where no one will find me.
I keep following the directions, though.  What else is there to do?  
Until I run straight into a dead-end.






  
  Chapter 47


I will be here.  For when they need me, but also 
in case the hunters find this place.~Calyr the Gold, A History of Magic and Dragons


“No,” I whisper.  I run my fingers over the rough stone.  It’s cold and reminds me of the feeling of my shadows.  Unlike my shadows, there’s no way I can get through it. 
I followed those directions exactly.  There was no doubt in my mind that I was going the right way.  I sit down.  What do I do now?  There’s no way I can figure out this maze.  I know that I’m close.  Or at least, I should be close, but being close and being through it is completely different.  I could spend days or months trying to find my way out of this labyrinth even from here, and more than likely, I’d only get even more lost.
I rest my head against the wall, trying not to let the fear that I could be trapped inside these tunnels forever rise inside me.  I am not a child.  I’m not even a human.  I am powerful.  This is the last step before I fulfill my obligation to Hazel.  The last step before I can leave my human family behind and embrace my Immortal side.  To embrace Cole.
I raise my hands and look at the shadows streaming from my fingertips.  I can’t shadow walk to the end of the labyrinth because I’m not good enough at it to go somewhere I’ve never been before.  Could I break through the wall with shadows?
No.  I need to find the path.  Casimir must have changed the pathway through the labyrinth after he decided Cole wasn’t trustworthy.  There will be signs.  There has to be.
I run my hand over the stone.  Over the corner where the stone should connect between the dead end and the wall.  But it doesn’t.  Someone put this here.
That means that he most likely only changed the pathway slightly.  Put up one dead end and open another.  At least that’s what I’d do.  I don’t understand how Casimir could have changed the paths like this, but there’s no doubt that he did.
I retrace my steps and step into a hallway.  This time, instead of running, I pay attention to it all.  Just like if I were hunting here.  I look for any little sign of Immortals being in these tunnels.
I pull out the dagger that Vesta gave me all those years ago.  Under the torch directly across from the dead end I’m standing in, I try to carve out a mark, but it’s no good.  I can’t tell that it’s there at all.
Then I realize something absolutely insane that should have been obvious from the very beginning.  These torches must have been burning for hundreds of years.  How is that even possible?
They’re not actually consuming the torch or the pitch on the end.  They’re enchanted like my spear was.  Except that these are enchanted with fire.
They’re not hot.  Just like Cole’s fires at the ball, they put out light but no heat.  I put my hand up to the torch, ready to pull back at the first sign of heat.  But there’s none.  I smile.  No heat means that the fire won’t burn my shadows.  In an instant, the shadows cover the torch and harden in place.  I can’t keep this up for long, but I don’t have to.
Because as soon as the fire is smothered, the shadows fade, and this specific torch doesn’t roar back to life.  The single torch in the entire labyrinth that’s out is how I’m marking the tunnel that’s become my dead end.  My starting place.
I scour the ground as I walk down the tunnel, trying my best to notice something.  Anything.  Scratches against the stone from claws.  A bit of cloth.  Footsteps.  I’m looking for something that would tell me that this is where people went.
And then I take a turn.  I know I shouldn’t, but it just feels right.  Like the air is cleaner this way.  And then another turn.  It feels like I’m running through the forest again, my eyes catching sight of the signs of game at the same time that I turn.  But I always knew to turn before I saw the signs.  I just… knew.  Just like when I was chasing the gryphon.
I stop thinking about the directions Cole gave me.  I stop thinking about the pathways that I’m moving through.  The air tells me which way to go, and I listen to it.
Then, in the glittering torchlight, I see something I hadn’t expected to actually find.  A door.  Emblazoned with gold instead of red, the door feels right in a way that I’ve never felt anything before.  I need to go through this door.
I open it and step into the largest cave I’ve ever seen.  Torches line the walls, but even in that torchlight, I can’t make out the opposite wall or the ceiling.  I can’t make out very much, to be completely honest with myself.
At the same time, I know that I’m in the right place.  More than ever before, I know that this is where Calyr the Gold rests.  I take a step inside the room, and it’s like the world shifts just the slightest.  Suddenly, I hear a roaring sound that hadn’t been there before.  The air rushes around like a massive gust of wind, yet nothing moves other than my hair and clothing.
It fades almost as quickly as it started.  “What in Lysara’s name was that?”  I take another step into the room, and the roar begins again, growing in intensity while the gust of wind begins anew.  I look up into the darkness and realize that the sound and wind are coming from above me.  The torchlight doesn’t quite reach it.
I stand still, assessing the sound and wind and room.  I know Calyr is in this room, but there’s so much that’s covered in darkness.  Cole was wrong about the labyrinth.  What else could he be wrong about?  Are there more dangers hidden in this room?
Several minutes pass, and I realize that the sound and the wind happen regularly.  Consistent.  Almost like a heartbeat… Or a breath.  Could that truly be Calyr’s breathing?  I’d seen a drakeling.  I’d seen a gryphon.  I’d touched them both.  I’d expected to understand the size of a dragon.  But if that’s Calyr’s breath…
He would have to be bigger than a house.  So big that he couldn’t get out of this cave through the labyrinth.  But where is he?  Another gust of wind rushes around the room, and I try to follow where it came from.  I pinpoint it.  High above me in the center of the room.  I walk toward it, not sure if I’ll stumble upon a dragon’s tail or a ladder to climb up to him.
The wind and roaring sounds continue to come in perfect time, and I’m slowly becoming convinced that it is, in fact, Calyr’s breath.  I try to walk as quietly as possible, watching in the looming darkness as best as I can for anything I might step on and reveal myself.
Which is why it’s so surprising that I step on a gold coin.
I don’t kick it or trip over it.  It makes so little noise that I barely notice it other than that the floor isn’t exactly where I’d expected it to be.  The torches flare, and the entire room is filled with light.  That’s when I see Calyr for the first time.
Fifty feet in the air on a mountain of gold coins and gems and treasure.  The light hits the golden mountain and reflects everywhere, shining and sparkling.  I’ve never seen anything as magnificent as this mountain of treasure.
The mountain doesn’t compare to the dragon that is sleeping on top of it.  Or rather, was sleeping.  Calyr matches the gold he lies on in color, yet he makes the coins look dull in comparison.  The scales along his body make the diamonds and rubies’ sparkles seem lackluster.
He’s longer than most of the trees around Blackgrove are tall, a hundred feet long, at least.  Membranous wings are folded along his back, completely covered in the same glittering scales as the rest of his body, and his four legs are thick enough that a wagon could be hidden behind one.  Massive talons on each of his feet dig into the mountain of gold.
He’s enormous with long horns rising from his head that are thicker around than I am.  Even lying down, he’s terrifying.  When I look into his eye—that’s as large as Cole is tall—I feel just how tiny I really am.  Every color of the rainbow swirls in that eye and makes me wonder how it’s real.
Calyr is not a very large drakeling.  Calyr is something otherworldly.  Terrifying and beautiful.
And then he moves, and I’m shocked even more.  Like a cat waking up after a long nap in the afternoon, he stretches out, his scales rippling in the torchlight as he sends thousands of pounds of gold and gemstones sliding down the side of his treasure horde.  Then, in a single leap, he bounds onto the cave floor so catlike that it’s unmistakable.  Nimble like nothing his size should be, he lands with an explosion of crushed stone and dust, and then he looks down at me.
“Maeve Arden, daughter of Brenna of the Darkness and Sandor of the Stone, why have you come to my cave?”  His voice booms through the air, and I don’t know how the entire mountain isn’t shaking.  The gold and gemstones certainly are.  I certainly am.
It only makes sense that my voice does, too.  “I come here to ask you to heal my cousin, Hazel Arden.”  I say the phrase that I’ve repeated so many times in my head over the weeks.  I knew I would get here, and I knew it would be terrifying.  I just didn’t know quite how terrifying it would be.
Calyr looks down at me, and those eyes that sparkle with every color stare at me in a way that no human or Immortal ever could.  It’s not peering through me.  It’s seeing everything about me.  Calyr is the only dragon in Nyth.  He stayed behind to watch over this world that the dragons left behind.
“What treasure do you bring to barter your cousin’s life?” he says as he stalks around me.  When he speaks, I see the hundreds of gleaming white teeth that are taller than I am.  His eyes never leave me as he walks around me in a circle.  His long tail whips behind him, often landing against the ground or the gold and sending dust and stone and treasure flying.
I reach into my pocket, initially terrified that the ring isn’t there, but I find it immediately.  When I pull it out, I hold it up for Calyr to see.  “I offer you the Forgotten Ring.  The only one like it.  It was my mother’s, and she gave it to me as a child.  Now I offer this as payment for you to save my cousin’s life from the magic I worked against her.”
Calyr cranes his head down to me, and when that enormous eye is only a few feet away from me, he blinks.  His blink is enough to stir up the dust on the floor at my feet.
“That is the Forgotten Ring,” he says as he moves away from me.  “But it is not yours to give, Maeve Arden, daughter of Brenna of the Darkness.  It was made by Vyran the Black, the same dragon who created the Throne of Darkness.  The one that is now ruled by the House of Shadows.  When he became the throne and gave life to the High Fae of that House, he gave them the treasures he had created.  They cannot be owned by anyone outside of that House, merely loaned or carried.  Thus, Maeve Arden, you cannot offer this to me, as it is not yours to give.”
I stare at Calyr.  I made it to Draenyth.  I survived the city.  I snuck past the guards and traps and labyrinth, and I am standing in front of Calyr the Gold.  Now I can’t pay him?  That’s what’s going to stop me?
“My mother gave it to me.  I can use the power of the House of Shadows.  How can you say that it’s not mine to give?”
His movement is slow and reptilian.  He does not dismiss me, does not ignore me.  He listens to every word, hears every single thought.  It’s almost like speaking to him makes me reconsider every one of those words, like he’s searching and tasting them and deciding if he believes them to be true or not.
And I know that the words I’m saying are wrong.  A hundred conversations flash through my mind between me and Cole, between me and the Shade.
“…I can use my House of Flames power naturally…”
“…shadows don’t leave wounds…”
“…what House poisons…”
Then I hear his words repeat themselves in my mind.
“..Brenna of the House of Darkness and Sandor of the House of Stone…”
The House of Stone.  The House of Earth.
Nothing about my shadows has been natural.  Yes, I am strong with them, but it’s not natural.  I’ve needed help every step of the way.  I’ve needed to be taught.  The other emotions, the ones that come naturally, are not House of Shadows.  I may have my mother’s bloodline, but I am not the Princess of Shadows.  I am something else entirely.
He moves that enormous head close to me again, his eye only a few feet away from me, and he says, “You are not of the House of Shadows, and deep down, you know this to be true.  You may not offer this treasure as payment.”
I try to argue with him, but without hesitation, he swings an enormous set of talons at me.  He catches me in them as if to crush me to death, but then I’m not there anymore.  No cave.  No gold.  No torches or Calyr.
Only crimson marble hallways and eight very angry guards.






  
  Chapter 48


They will build their city around me.  Even after I have been forgotten, I will wait.~Calyr the Gold, A History of Magic and Dragons


The eight males move faster than I do.  There’s no chance for me to escape as they latch onto me.  Each one of them gets at least one hand on me.  And inside me, as has happened so many times in my life, there’s that anger buzzing like lightning in a bottle.  The only difference is that this time, there’s no stopper in the bottle, and somehow, I know that. 
For the first time, I am furious, and there is absolutely nothing stopping the rage inside me from consuming me.  I’d lost control a little with Hazel, and she almost died because of it.  This is nothing like that.  I’m not even really human.
That lightning in a bottle flows through me, filling me with power and a need to destroy.  A need to cause pain.  I’m no better than a wounded animal.
I swing my arms, and it’s like children are trying to hold me down, a barely noticeable weight.  Four men fly against the marble wall so hard that a thin crack propagates across the otherwise pristine crimson marble.  None of them move.  I don’t know whether they’re dead or just unconscious, but they won’t be getting up for a while.
The other four guards let go and try to put some distance between us, but I don’t let them.  Flames flicker to life around some of them as they move, but I’m faster than them.  Like a boar running through the brush, I don’t move gracefully.  I just run into them, that angry lightning inside me buzzing louder than ever before.
Everything I’ve done.  Everything I’ve worked for.  It all came down to that meeting with Calyr, and he rejected my offer.
I grab one man by the collar of his gambeson, and with a single arm, I lift him into the air and toss him against the others.  It’s like throwing a stone rather than a full-grown man that weighs twice as much as me.  He bowls the other three over, and I’m on them in an instant, that rage inside me desperate for release.
I’ve done so many things, risked myself and others to get here.  I walked away from my family and traveled hard roads.  I indebted myself to a legend and learned to use magic.  All to save my cousin, and now I can’t even do that?
I grab one of the males by the back of his hair and smash his face against the marble as hard as I can.  A sickening crunch fills the air, and he doesn’t move again.  I move to the next one who turns toward me, brown eyes filled with fear.  I can smell it.  Like the smell of rot, and I want it to go away.  Permanently.  I pick him up, one hand on the back of his neck and the other on his pants.  I heave him at the opposite wall, and he hits it hands first, but they collapse with the force, his head hitting second, and he crumples after the sound of snapping bones fills the air.
The other two males are on their feet and trying to get away, but I’m on them just as fast.  There’s so much anger inside me because of Calyr, and it feels like that anger is going to burn me up from the inside if I don’t let it out.
When I wrap my fingers around this guard’s head, a voice stops me.  “Maeve,” a low voice says.  Like water over river stones.  The Shade.
Someone else who I’m even more angry at.  Someone I’d love to see broken against a wall for what he did to Cole.  For the debt that nearly killed the man I love.
But when I turn, my fingers still pressing against the guard’s head hard enough that he doesn’t dare move, I don’t see the Shade.  Cole is standing with Darian and Lee, all of them wearing their armor.  “Maeve,” he repeats in the Shade’s voice, “let him go.  It’s time to leave.”
I let go of the guard, turning my attention to him.  The rage is a storm that only grows inside me, but when I see Cole, I can’t help the shadows that fall to the ground and race toward him.  He’s the source of so much of my desire that he seems to call those shadows to him.
Lee and Darian simultaneously begin to glow, and my shadows can’t reach Cole.  They don’t say anything, but Cole does.  “Maeve, I know how to help your cousin, but we need to leave now.”  The words that come from his mouth are his own now.  Not the Shade’s.
I look down at his arm and see that it’s still wrapped in bandages.  He’s not the same as he normally is.  There’s a weariness to him, and his breathing is labored still.  But he’s standing.  He’s speaking.
The rage fades as the memory of how I’d left him fills my mind.  I’d been so terrified for him.  I’d been worried he was going to die, but he didn’t.  He’s still hurt, though.
“Why are you here?” I ask slowly, the rage inside me dying down even more as I focus on my words.
Cole’s breathing is even more labored as he stands up tall.  “Because today’s not just the Midsummer Ceremony.  Today’s…”
A rush of pain burns through my head like I’ve never felt before.  The entire world fades in and out of existence, and I fall to the floor.  My hands clutch my head as something shifts inside me.  Something fills me up with so much power that I’m not sure that I’ll be able to contain it.  I feel like my body and mind are going to be shredded from the overwhelming amount of it.
It's too much, and I scream in pain, but no sound comes out.  My human body isn’t strong enough to hold this much power.  It’s going to kill me.  I know it, and there’s nothing I can do about it.  I just lie on the ground, my hands gripping my head.  I don’t know how long I lay like that on the cold marble floor as the power rips through me.  Time doesn’t have any meaning.  Minutes pass that feel like years.
My body is a contorted mass of pain.  The lightning that I’ve felt so many times in the past is everywhere.  My skin crawls with it.  My stomach is full of it.  It’s as if when I opened my mouth, lightning would stream from it.
Yet, on the outside, nothing is happening.  No light or sounds.  Just me writhing in pain as my body is reformed to fit the energy that I now hold inside me.
When I feel a hand press against my arm, I’m almost shocked.  The pain is gone, and I’m different.  I’m…more alive?  When I look at Cole, he looks less Immortal than he had before.  Almost like he had become less bright.  My eyes aren’t forcibly drawn to him or Darian or Lee.
“Maeve,” he whispers.  “You’re…”
He doesn’t say anything else, merely getting down on one knee and bowing his head.  I don’t understand what’s happening, but when I turn to look at Darian and Lee, they’re both moving to do the same thing.
“What are you doing?” I whisper, my voice sounding unusual.  Not like my own.  I run my finger over my throat, and my hand moves faster than I’d expected.  I slowly push myself to my feet and look around me.  Everything is different and yet, it’s absolutely the same.
Then I see something I’ve only witnessed one time before.  As Cole moves to help me up, the single tally mark on his wrist disappears, fading away and leaving bare skin behind.  So similar to the way it’d looked when mine had done the same.
I can see everything so much more clearly.  Like someone had opened a dirty window I was looking out of, and now I can see it the way it should be seen.  The gold flecks in the marble are discernible, each one very distinct.  I can hear the guards in the pile breathing.  The two men I chased down are dead without a doubt; their blood runs to the nearest low-spot in the marble and pools, but their scents are gone.
Darian and Lee move nervously, their bodies shifting in tiny ways that my eyes wouldn’t have ever noticed before.  Even Cole is shaking a little, but it’s not nervousness.  It’s pain.
“You’re the Queen, Maeve,” Cole says.  “You wear the Painted Crown.”
I shake my head.  No.  I hadn’t asked for this.  I hadn’t wanted this.  I look down at Cole and Darian and Lee.  All still kneeling.  That’s when it hits me.  They did this on purpose.  “That’s why you had to be here,” I whisper.  “This isn’t just a Midsummer ceremony.  It’s the passing of the Crown.”
I turn around and look at the dead guards.  “I’m not of the House of Shadows, though,” I say softly.  “Calyr wouldn’t make a mistake with that.  How can I wear the Painted Crown if I’m not from the House of Shadows?”
“Because you’re from the House of Earth.”  The voice is not Cole’s.  Or Darian’s.  Or Lee’s.  I whirl around to see Vesta materialize in front of me.  “When the Shattering occurred, your mother did not go into hiding.  She went in search of any hidden House of Earth bloodlines.  Queen Brenna was a great warrior, but her ability to ferret out the secrets of the world was even more impressive, and she found the sole surviving House of Earth bloodline.  Two men were living with the faintest trace of it.  Sandor and Trevor Arden.”
I stare at Vesta in shock.  My parent’s marriage was no different from any other Immortal’s marriage.  Two bloodlines combining to work together.
“Queen Brenna meant to become pregnant with you to further the House of Earth and House of Shadows bloodlines and give some hope of righting the destruction of the Shattering, but she fell in love with your father.  She stayed too long and refused to put either of you in danger, so she left.  I was told to stay with you until you came of age to make sure that you were prepared to take the throne.”
Thoughts of my father fill my mind, and something snaps inside me.  I remember a day when I was young.  A day when my father had said things that made an eight-year-old girl disgusted with him.  A day when my father had been covered with shadows and never seen again.
Why had I forgotten that day completely?  I look at Vesta with eyes wide open.  “I killed him, and you made me forget.”
“I had a single goal.  Protect and teach you.  I did not have the power to save your father.”
I stare at her, not wanting to believe her.  Then at Cole.  His oath was to make sure I was here when the passing of the Painted Crown occurred.  Darian and Lee would follow him anywhere, but even they pushed me to come here.  They all knew that I didn’t want to take a throne.
My mother had wanted me to do this.  She’d set this whole thing up.  She’d orchestrated the greatest lie I could have ever imagined.
All of this had started with her.  To save the world.
I’d killed my father.  I can’t get away from that thought.  Even with everything else.
I’m interrupted as the clang of steel resonates through the hallways.  In an instant, Cole, Darian, and Lee all stand up.  Their hands go to their weapons, and they move in front of me.  “We need to go, Maeve.  This place isn’t safe anymore.”
Rhion and a troop of Steel soldiers step into the hallway.  There’s a wide smile on Rhion’s face as he looks at us.  “The Wyrdling has the Painted Crown?” he asks in amazement.  There’s no bowing from him, though.  “How does a Wyrdling hold the Painted Crown?  This is why you bound yourself to her, old friend?  And Earth?  Who would have thought?  We were thorough when we destroyed the Keep of Earth.”
“Not thorough enough,” Cole says as he holds his sword out.  “Turn around, Rhion.  You call me old friend, but you threaten my betrothed and my Queen.  Take your soldiers and tell your father that we already left.”
Rhion shakes his head.  “You know I can’t do that.  My father will know.  Somehow, he’ll know.  At least this will be a good fight.  It’s been centuries since we sparred together.  And centuries since I had a fight that made me sweat.”
“Not today,” Cole says.  “Maybe another day, but not now.”  He intones in a voice that I’d know anywhere.  The sound of water over river rocks.  “Rhion, I am calling in your debt.  You will take your soldiers back to your father, and you will kill any that attempt to attack me, my betrothed, or my friends.”
In an instant, Rhion grimaces and glances down at the tally mark on his wrist, which is glowing so brightly I can see it from here.  “You son of a whore.  You’re the Shade?  All this time?  You’ve built yourself an army over the last thirty years for this exact moment, haven’t you?  An army of debtors.”
Cole doesn’t say a word, but Rhion’s grimace grows until he says, “Well, you heard him.  We’re headed back to King Gethin.”
The tally mark stops burning, and Rhion grins at Cole.  “You’re a clever son of a whore, Prince.  But one day, you and I will stand across from each other on the battlefield and I’ll finally get a chance to beat you once and for all.”
Then he turns and walks down the hallway.
Immediately, Cole grabs my arm and stares me in the eye.  “It’s time that we leave, Maeve.  We need to get out of here before Rhion sends someone around to catch us.  If we get trapped in these hallways, we’re dead.”
There are so many questions.  So many emotions swirling in my head that I don’t fight back when he pulls me in the opposite direction that Rhion went.  Darian and Lee follow Cole, and Vesta’s disappeared.
But I stop.  My feet refuse to move, and anger builds again.  Cole is the Shade?  I’ve trusted him this entire time, and he’s lied to me every step of the way.  Cole, Darian, and Lee stop.  Cole tries to pull me forward, but he can’t.  No, any other day, he’d probably have been able to drag me along behind him regardless of what I’d wanted.  His powerful body would have been able to force me to do anything.
Not today.
The lightning that had raged inside me when Calyr had refused me had been terrible.  All-consuming rage that made me want to hurt everyone.  That had been unfocused.  That had been anger unleashed.
This is strength with plenty of control.  Vesta would be proud.
“Stop,” I growl.  Cole, Darian, and Lee turn to look at me.  How long have they all been planning this?  Ever since my mother found my father.  “I’m how you’re supposed to atone for the Shattering,” I say.  “Me wearing the Painted Crown is supposed to fix all the damage you did?”
Cole looks at me, and I know he can’t lie to me.  That lightning roars through me loud and clear.  I was never part of the House of Shadows.  I know what I can do.  The magic speaks to me just as clearly as the Shade ever did.  “Everything you have done as Prince Cole or as the Shade has been to put this crown on my head, hasn’t it?  You’ve lied and twisted everything to look like you were trustworthy until now.  Until you could put this crown on my head.”
“I never lied,” he says.  “I tried to make you leave last night.  I tried.  I swore to you that if it came to protecting you and protecting myself, I would protect you first.  I tried…”
He tried?  After all these months, that was him trying?  By refusing to follow through with his debt?  I blink.  It couldn’t have been a debt to the Shade since you can’t owe a debt to yourself.  Who else could it be?
My mother.
I grit my teeth.  The pieces slowly come together.  “My whole life.  Everything.  Vesta teaching me.  My bloodlines.”  Then it clicks.  “You were in Blackgrove.  You made the ring fall off my finger, didn’t you?”
He bows his head.  “I didn’t know you, Queen Maeve.  You were the only way to keep the world from dying.  I did what I had to do.  I told you I wasn’t the hero.  Let me help you escape this place, and you can do what you want with me.  I’ve atoned for my mistakes.”
That thick black hair is all I see as he stares at the floor, waiting for my answer.  “I don’t need you to help me escape, Cole,” I whisper.
Shadows pour from my fingertips to the ground, coating every bit of red marble around us in it.  “You taught me well, Shade.”
I’m so focused on Cole that I barely notice Darian and Lee staring in fear at us.  The shadows change, and suddenly we’re all falling through the world.






  
  Chapter 49


More lines than the eye can see pass before my mind.  Lifetimes upon lifetimes of choices.  Yet there are only a few that everything rests upon.  Two that the darkness has touched and will not let go.  Two that could break, yet don’t.  Two that shine their light where no other light will shine.  Two whose light will dim forever.  And one…Calyr the Gold, A History of Magic and Dragons


I’d felt the darkness calling to me the times that I’d shadow walked before.  It had felt like home, like I could breathe again when I felt that pressure all around me, but it’s so much stronger now. 
Everyone that I’ve cared about has lied and manipulated me since birth.  Actually, my very birth was a manipulation.  I’ve been lied to and twisted so much that I don’t even know what I’d be without it at this point. 
The darkness is an escape.  Nothingness that could give me release from the lies.  Peace.  Finally.  No need for anyone or anything.  No responsibilities.  No pain.  Just the serenity of coming home.
I let a trickle of that darkness into me.  The barest touch of it.  All the anger that I’d held onto so tightly is drained away in an instant.  Peace.  The night winds blowing over a cool mountain lake.  The rains that fall while the world is sleeping.  Healing darkness.
I could stay here forever.
Then Cole speaks.  “I call in the debt.  Do not let us die in the darkness, Queen Maeve.  You can kill us all when you pull us out, but do not let us die in the darkness.”
I don’t know why he’d want to leave.  I want to ignore him, to stop thinking about him or anything else, but then pain pulls me away from it all.  There, in the darkness, there’s a brightness that I can’t ignore.  A bright red tally mark burning.
It burns away the temptation.  It forces me to wake up.  I don’t want them to die.  I may be furious at all of them, but I don’t want them to die.  They’re the only people who have ever really understood me.  They manipulated me, and I can feel the ache from that manipulation in my chest, but I don’t want them to die.
At least not like this.  Not without being able to think clearly.  Not a death of being forgotten.
The darkness is mine.  For the first time, I know what it’s like to be the Queen of Shadows.  I may not be of that House, but I know what it is to call the darkness home.  I can feel everything in this place.  Moving like the wind, I wrap my own shadows around Cole, Darian, and Lee, and then I think of the one place I remember perfectly outside of Draenyth.
A tiny, nearly empty bedroom with a paper painting hanging on the wall.
I reach out for the shadows that cling to the bed, and I throw all of my so-called friends out of the darkness.  I can feel them leave this place.  Darian and Lee had almost given themselves all the way over to the darkness.  I’d almost killed them.
The pressure is still there.  The temptation of serenity is still calling to me.  But I ignore it.
I have to heal Hazel.  If nothing else, that has to happen before I let the darkness claim me.  I reach for the shadow and pull myself toward the light.
And just as I’m about to leave, I hear a soft voice.  A voice I barely remember.  “Little Star?”
Then I’m out, and I’m standing in my old room in my aunt and uncle’s townhouse in Blackgrove.  Darian and Lee are barely awake, the darkness not wanting to give up its grip on them.  I reach out toward them and pull the shadows that cling to their souls away, surprised at how close to being lost they are.
Cole is staring at me, his eyes burning orange.  I glance down at my wrist as another tally mark burns away.  “You owe two more debts,” he says.
I nod to him.  He saved us all from the darkness.  The anger inside me is gone, taken away, but the love I’d felt for Cole may be gone as well.  I can’t tell, but I know I can’t look at him the same way.
Then he speaks again.  “I call in the debt,” he whispers, and I can feel the magic in the next tally mark activating.  “Do not hurt Darian and Lee, my Queen,” he whispers.  He could have said not to hurt any of them, but he didn’t.
I shake my head slowly, but I don’t argue.  I don’t talk.  Instead, I leave them there.  I walk out of the room and don’t bother closing the door.  I just brought three High Fae into my family’s house, and they’re going to be furious.  That only makes me feel better.
That lightning may not be bouncing around inside me, but nothing is right.  Nothing.  Except, strangely enough, Aunt Prudence, Uncle Trevor, and Hazel.  Those three people have never tried to manipulate me at all.  Aunt Prudence and Uncle Trevor may have hated me.  They may have wished that I were dead, but they never lied to me.
Right now, I’d much rather deal with honest hatred than deceitful smiles.
And yet, as I walk without my mother’s ring on, shadows pour from my fingertips, swirling around me just like the shadows had swirled around the Shade’s cloak.  They crawl over my traveling clothes, clinging to me like my only friends in the world.
But they aren’t.  Hazel’s my friend.  She may not be an Immortal, and she may never understand me, but she’s my friend in a way that no one else in my life has been.  She’s never tried to manipulate me or lie to me.
That’s why, when I step into the sitting room and see Aunt Prudence, I smile at her even as she stares in shock at me.  “Good afternoon, Aunt Prudence,” I say more politely than I can remember.
“Maeve,” she whispers.  The book she was reading falls to the floor.  “I thought you’d be dead.  After you left…”
I smile wider and survey the room, my eyes landing on Hazel, who looks far worse than I remember her being.  Silently, she stares at me.  The look on her face is shock, but the curve of her lips tells me she’s happy even if I’m sure that my visage is a bit unsettling for her.  “I survived just fine, thank you very much.”
I ignore anything else that Aunt Prudence says and move toward my cousin.  Her eyes follow me, and I realize just how far those black lines have gone.  All the way up her chest.  The tips of the blackened lines peek out from her high-necked day dress.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper to her and take her hand.  I hadn’t hurt her with shadows.  I know that now.  The House of Earth is not based on desire or revulsion.  No, it’s powered by peace and anger.  Peace like I found in the forests and anger like I experienced that day in this townhouse.  Anger that flowed from me to her, turning her blood black.
Poison.  I run my hand over hers, and she shivers at my touch, but I just smile.  I never needed Calyr.  I needed peace.  I needed control over my powers.  Just as easily as I pulled the shadows from Darian and Lee, I draw out the poison from Hazel’s skin, a flood of blackened sludge.  It flows through her skin just as easily as my shadows flow from mine.
The sludge falls to the floor, and Hazel’s body visibly relaxes.  “Oh, Maeve.  I knew you’d come back,” she whispers.  “I knew you’d survive.  Mother and Father said that you were dead, that the monsters that attacked the inn had killed you, but I knew.  Deep down, no matter what anyone said, I knew that you’d survive.  You always do.”
I hold up her hand so that she looks at it.  “I did.  I survived, and I learned many things in the process.  I’m sorry I hurt you, but you’re all better now.”
She looks down at her arm, a smile curling up.  “Thank you.”
I’d expected to feel accomplished, as if I could go back to my old life after this, but now it just feels like I’m further away from my old life than I was before.  Everything I’ve done had originally been for Hazel, but now that she’s healed, I have no reason to be here.  I have no reason to be connected to her or anyone from my past.
Her eyes dance in the afternoon sunlight that streams through the window.  “You look different… well, more different than you used to.  You look like one of them.”
I nod my head.  “I am different.  I think that maybe I’m not a Wyrdling anymore.  Maybe I’m full-blooded High Fae now.”
“You are.  The Painted Crown burned away your humanity.” Cole’s voice says from behind me.  I turn to see him staring at me from my bedroom doorway.  Aunt Prudence whirls around, her eyes going wide as she looks at him.  Her face shows her emotions as plainly as if they’d been written down.  First, it’s surprise, then it’s lust, and finally, it’s anger.
The typical set of instincts from any human that stumbles on a High Fae. 
“He’s a Prince, Aunt Prudence,” I say, not bothering to mention my connection to him.
“Then why is he here?  Shouldn’t he be in a castle somewhere with his kind?”  The anger and suspicion are so intense, but I understand why she’d feel like that.  I nearly killed Hazel, and a single High Fae could destroy a village in the blink of an eye.  There are certainly good reasons she wouldn’t want him here.
But he smiles at her.  “I am only here because my Queen has commanded it.  I won’t stay long and will disrupt your lives as little as possible.”  Then he bows to her.
His formality gives her pause, and I turn back to Hazel to see her stifling a wide grin.  “Is he your Prince?” she whispers.
And I can’t help it.  “I don’t know yet.  Maybe.”
Her eyes open wider than I can remember, excitement all over her face, and she jumps out of her chair.  “I almost forgot.  Maeve, when you… when I got hurt, no one wanted to talk to me.  They said I was cursed, and I didn’t have anything to do.  No one to talk to except my parents.  Everyone just pushed me away.”
She takes my hand and pulls me to my feet.  “Do you remember when Vesta tried to teach us how to hunt?  Mother ended that quickly enough, but I didn’t forget how to do it.  I was always good at my studies, and I paid attention when she was teaching us even if I’d rather have been home.  Well, I hunted, Maeve, and I made you something.  I knew you’d come home, and I wanted… I wanted to say sorry for the things I said about you.”
Now it’s my turn to be surprised.  She made me something?  She hunted?  Hazel’s never wanted to be in the forest before.  Even when we were children, Vesta had to get onto her constantly because she was always so scared.
I guess that knowing that you’re going to die in a year is enough to convince you to face those fears.
“Just stay here.  Let me go get them,” she says.  Without waiting for me to respond, she runs out of the sitting room and out of the townhouse, leaving me and Cole with Aunt Prudence.
I stand up, my eyes drifting to the sludge on the floor.  Cole’s eyes do the same, and without a second thought, he raises his hand, and it bursts into flame.  I know that before this, I’d be worried he’d catch the whole townhouse on fire, but now I know what control is.  There won’t even be singe marks on the floor when he’s done.  Aunt Prudence, on the other hand, shrieks.
“Don’t worry,” I say.  “The fire won’t catch on anything, and I don’t think you want to touch that sludge to clean it up.”
The fire burns itself out, and nothing’s left but a pile of ash, several pieces floating into the air before falling back to the ground.  “How has she been?” I ask Prudence.
Prudence doesn’t have to question who I’m talking about.  “She’s been better than I expected.”  Without giving me a chance to respond, she says, “Thank you.  I’d lost hope that my daughter would survive.  I’d thought… I’d thought we’d be burying her this time next year.  She’s grown stranger as the weeks have passed.  Almost like you.”
Prudence purses her lips.  “You’re like your mother now, aren’t you?”
I nod my head.  “And unlike her at the same time.  Prudence, it might be time that you and Trevor and Hazel moved to the city.  There’s going to be a war, and it may never touch places like Blackgrove, but it might.  If it does, you’ll die.  There’s nothing that anyone in town can do to protect you.”
Then I realize something.  If my father had a House of Earth bloodline, then Uncle Trevor does too.  And Hazel does, too.  They, like my father, never had enough Immortal blood to power the gifts that bloodline gives while I had my mother’s power.  What would have happened if Hazel had been brought to the Keep of Flame today?  Would she be the one wearing the Crown?
Aunt Prudence looks at the ground.  “Even here, we’ve heard about strange things happening.  Trevor and I have talked.  He spent some time at the Court in Stormhaven.  We could go back.”
“That’s probably for the best.  Hazel would enjoy being in the midst of everything.  The balls and all the boys.  I’m sure that she’d feel right at home there.”
Prudence shakes her head.  “No, it’s not like that.  If it were, we’d have gone there a long time ago.  Trevor isn’t important there.  No one gives him the time of day in the big city.  We may be rich for Blackgrove, but we’re barely better than cobblers in Stormhaven.”
“Then go be cobblers in Stormhaven, Prudence.  If you stay here, you’ll probably be rich and dead.”  I smile at her and recognize just how much things have changed since I left.  I don’t particularly like my Aunt Prudence, but there’s no hatred for her.
If I were the same person I was when I left Blackgrove, I would have forced her or threatened her with violence.  Instead, I raise my hand and the shadows that slowly move around me explode outward, clinging to every surface and blotting out the light of the world.  “Prudence,” I say slowly.  “I am not afraid of very many things, but I’m afraid of the people that are going to war.  Go to Stormhaven.  If you won’t, then I’ll take Hazel there and make sure she’s safe.”
Prudence looks around at the shadows coating the walls and windows and shivers.  Then she nods.  “We’ll go.”
I take a deep breath, and the shadows dissipate.  It’s only now that I realize that it’s completely silent.  Before, I’d been talking to Prudence, but now… Now, everything is silent.  Not just in the house, either.
I glance at Cole, and his eyes open wide.  Immediately, I’m running.  I throw the door open and realize just how big of a mistake we’d made.  The Nothing is everywhere.  White mists slowly twist and curl around the clearing that Aunt Prudence’s house sits in.
Cole’s beside me in a second, and I pause.  I can’t make the same mistake I made the last time.  At least not until I see something that wouldn’t ever be laying on the ground.  A pair of gloves made from rabbit skins.  My heart skips a beat at the sight of them.  That has to be what Hazel wanted to show me.  I close my eyes, and instead of talking to Cole, I focus on the world, on the scents.
My heart wants to race, to panic and become angry, but that’s the wrong emotion.  Instead, I think of my hand on a tree trunk as I’m hunting, but this time, it’s Hazel who’s my prey.  I know where she is.  Just beyond the mists.  Everything in me says that she’s there, and she’s not moving.
No.  No.  I can’t breathe.  I can’t accept that my cousin is dead; lost to the Nothing.  After everything.  I fall to my knees, but Cole’s already beside me, picking me up.  “Go get my friends from Maeve’s room,” he growls at Prudence, but I ignore him.  I don’t care about anything at this point.
I’d been on the verge of giving into the darkness before I came here.  My entire life has been a lie.  Like Cole said, I’ve become a tool.  A tool to save the world, but a tool, regardless.  I’d almost accepted that.  I’d almost believed that I could be like Cole, but I needed to protect Hazel first.
Now… now she’s dead.
After all of this, after everything, the only person who has always been an honest friend is dead, and I’m left with nothing that matters anymore.  Everything that has ever meant anything in my life is either a lie or gone.
And there is nothing I can do to fix it.






Chapter 50


My dearest Sandor, our Little Star will be gaining her powers soon.  If anything should happen and you find yourself lost in the dark place I showed you, 
don’t be afraid.  Think of me.  
Go back to the mists in my mind, and you’ll be safe.  I’ll find you, my love.  No matter how long it takes me.~Queen Brenna, letter to her husband












Cole
Maeve’s cousin is dead.  She was taken by the Nothing, probably to catch us.  It’s a good thing that my flames aren’t powered by anger because I might have lost control if that’d been the case. 
“What are we supposed to do now?” Lee asks.  She’s pacing like she always has. The tap, tap, tap of her boots on the floor of our room at the inn is only making my frustration worse.  It had all been simple initially.  I’d picked up Maeve, and Lee had carried Prudence to Stormhaven as we expected she’d be more at ease with a female carrying her than a male.  Darian followed behind.
“I don’t know,” I say, feeling uncertain for the first time in almost thirty years.  Ever since Brenna gave me the Shadowed Cloak, I’d had a plan.  I’d known what came next.  But now, what do we do?  Maeve wearing the Painted Crown was the end of my plans.  The House of Flames is beaten and mostly eliminated.  My father is hidden in the Keep of Steel’s dungeons.  Draenyth is controlled by the House of Steel completely, but they don’t have the Painted Crown.
We stole that away from King Gethin.  That’s all we managed to do.  Maeve is refusing to speak to anyone, and she’s currently laying down in a bed in the room next to this one.  She hasn’t uttered a word since her cousin was taken by the Nothing.
“Is she really just going to let the entire House of Flames be destroyed?” Lee asks.  “The war’s started.  She knows that, doesn’t she?”
I bite my tongue to keep from lashing out at Lee.  She doesn’t understand.  If someone had killed Darian, she’d be useless, too.  Especially if she blamed everyone around her for that happening.  I could have helped her to heal Hazel the first time that she called for the Shade.  She wouldn’t have even needed to call for me if I hadn’t drawn her ring off her finger when she’d gotten angry.
It had taken so many weeks of constantly watching them together to find a day that she got angry.
“Don’t blame Maeve,” I say.  “She’s… she’s gone through more than we can really understand.  Remember, it wasn’t long ago that she thought she was human.  We’ve been dealing with this for decades, and we’ve been Fae for a very long time.  She’s…”  I don’t have the words to explain the feelings that I know are coursing through that beautiful body and mind of my betrothed.
She is everything I could have hoped for, and more.  Dark and terrible and so beautiful.  She is exactly what the world needs.  She’s exactly who I need.
Lee hears my words and immediately ignores them.  She picks up a chair and throws it at the wall, and it shatters into a thousand pieces.  She snarls at me.  “Cole, we have to do something.  We have to get our people out of Draenyth before Gethin puts steel collars on everyone that isn’t House of Steel.”
I shake my head.  That’d be suicide.  Even for me.  Without Maeve, we can’t get in and out of Draenyth.  Even with the Shadowed Cloak, I can’t carry more than one person, and it’s exhausting.  I’ve spent so much of the power I’ve spent almost thirty years gathering.  I don’t know how many more long shadow walks I have in me.
“We need to give Maeve some time.”
Darian looks up at us then, a haunted look on his face.  “She would have let us die, wouldn’t she?”
It’s the first thing he’s said since we got out of the darkness.  “Yes.  But she wanted to let herself die as well.  Maeve… Maeve is not well.  Shadow walking without control of her emotions is as dangerous as immolation without control.  We have to give her time.”
That’s all I can say.  She nearly let us all die.  Nearly every High Fae in Draenyth is currently being collared or killed.  We’re planless and nearly powerless against the forces against us.
Maeve needs more time.
Still, Queen Brenna hasn’t shown her face.  I did what I promised.  She should be here.  She should take over now.  I wasn’t supposed to have to take control of Draenyth with only Maeve, Darian, and Lee.  Queen Brenna should be here with the plan and the forces to take my success and move forward.
I can feel Maeve walking a dark path in her mind.  Darker than ever before.  I’ve wondered if she was House of Earth or House of Shadows so many times since I met her.  Her abilities indicated Earth with how much she struggled with shadows, but her emotions said something completely different.
So much darkness.  Every time I close my eyes since we arrived in Stormhaven, I’ve seen that haunted forest.  A misty place where the shadows bite at me, cutting through me just as quickly as razors.  Where they touch, they don’t leave wounds; they leave nothing.
I can’t enter that forest by lighting a fire because my magic doesn’t work there.  As soon as the fire sparks into being, it’s gone.
Like the darkness of the void between worlds.
This time, when I close my eyes, though, I don’t see that forest.  I see her emerald green eyes staring right back at me.
Get out of my mind, she growls, and then it’s like the bond between us is gone.  I know it’s not because I’d feel broken.  She’s somehow found out how to keep me out of her mind, and before I have a chance to understand why or how, the door slams open.
Maeve is wearing a midnight black dress made of shadows, not at all worried about people knowing who and what she is.  The light in her eye that I’ve fallen into so many times since I met her is gone.  Snuffed out.  Instead, there’s a coldness so sharp that I would swear that she had been raised by a High Fae.  Colder than ice and more dangerous than flame.
“You all forced this crown onto my head,” she says, her voice something dark and terrible.  Not an ounce of anger is there, though.  Just that coldness.  “You have pretended to be my friends.  You’ve pretended to be so many things.  Now, you’re going to be honest, or you’re going to die.”
The words she says are so heartless and brutally honest, I can hardly believe it’s the person I was willing to break my oath for.  “I do not care,” she intones, “whether you are ashamed or afraid I will be angry.  I do not care if you think I will do something you’d prefer I didn’t do.  You will tell me the truth, or I will destroy you.  There will be no second chances.”
Then I realize that she’s not just addressing me.  Her eyes move to Darian and Lee, and they’re just as cold as they stare at my only friends.  I don’t respond, not wanting to interrupt her, but I bow, and Darian and Lee follow my lead.
“One other thing,” she says.  “We are not going to war with King Gethin.  Let him have Draenyth.  Why would I care what happens to that forsaken city?  No, we have more important things to do.”
I frown at her, but I finally have a chance to really see her.  The darkness that swirls around her is so similar to when I’d come to her as the Shade the last time.  When she’d faced me, eye to eye, and been unafraid of anything except losing the chance to learn from me, she’d been confident.  This is different, but the confidence is so similar.
She sees us like she saw the Shade.  Tools.  And that hurts more than anything else she’s ever said to me.  Even when I thought she might kill me after we came out of the darkness between worlds.
But if that’s all I am to her, then I’ll be the sharpest sword she can wield.  My jaw tightens as I stare into her eyes, unafraid.  I may not have a plan, but she does, and I have fulfilled my vow.
I bound myself to Maeve because I believed in her.  There were other ways to keep her in Draenyth until the Painted Crown was passed.  I chose to bind myself to her because I needed to understand her, and it was the best thing I could have done.  I thought she was what the world needed, and my trust hasn’t wavered.  In fact, I believe it even more now.
“What are we going to do, then?” Lee asks softly.
Maeve smiles at us, and I recognize it.  It’s the same one that I’ve worn so many times as the Shade.  Her eyes start by holding Lee’s gaze.  Then they move to Darian’s.  Then they fall on mine, and her lips curl up just a little more.
“We’re going to war with the Nothing.  Anyone who hurts the people I love is going to die, and if that means that I must fight the Mists, I will do so.  Maybe King Gethin and King Casimir will learn a lesson from the Nothing and stay far away from everyone I care about.”
Then she walks out of the room, leaving the three of us alone again.
“What are we going to do?” Lee asks, fear in her eyes.  I understand why.  You can’t fight the Nothing.  It just destroys.  No one can fight the Nothing.  That’d be like fighting Death.
But I trust my Queen.  I trust the woman I fell in love with.  She may wish I were dead, but I’ve never been more sure of myself.
I give Lee a grim smile.  “You heard her.  We’re going to war with the Nothing.  It’s been a very long time since anyone’s given me a good fight, and somehow, I think that the Nothing might be able to do it.”
I just hope that we don’t lose Maeve in the process.  Because if I had to choose between having Maeve and fixing the world, I’d choose Maeve and watch the world burn.
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  Crown of Wrath


Maeve Arden’s life has been manipulated since before she was born, but never again.  
Draenyth burns as the Houses of Flame and Steel war within its walls.  Cole’s father is imprisoned, and the lesser fae are being enslaved daily.
Maeve doesn’t care. The Nothing took her cousin, and this queen only has vengeance in her heart.  At least until a shadowed friend takes her down a dark and twisted road.
She’s alone in the world, and there’s only one man she can trust.  Cole constantly lied to her, but the Shade never did, and as the world crumbles around her, she needs someone to lean on.
Her heart and soul are breaking, one piece of trauma at a time, and there are many hidden plots left that even Cole doesn’t know.  Many of which were put in place before any of them were born…
If the Shade can’t force Maeve to put the pieces of herself back together, the house of cards that was stacked so perfectly will topple just as the last card was placed.
Crown of Wrath will conclude the Shadowed Debts duet and will end with a happily ever after.  
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