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Prologue
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The shrill squealing ceased as razor fangs cracked through the hard exoskeleton and into the delicate meat within. Hemolymph, the life blood of arachnids, ran in rivulets down her chin, leaving an oily path along the slick onyx skin. She wiped the excess moisture with a free palm and lapped the remains from her hand. Nothing, not even the saliva coated flecks of flesh clinging to her snowy man, escaped her ravenous appetite. Fingers disappeared into her mouth, one after the other, her tongue swirling around their thick surfaces removing any residual traces of her meal. She glared at the remainder of her morning snack, disgusted with the handful of field scorpions her boys unearthed from their now barren dens. Field scorpions used to be her favorite food. Her boys would clear out nest after nest of them to satisfy her cravings. Ever since she agreed to fight for the fairy king, Dryst’s tastes had evolved towards the finer things in life. 

Fairies. 

Their flesh was soft, their blood hot and sweet. Those delectable morsels who were no longer a rare treat among her mercenaries. The fairy king gave them leave to attack his villages and pillage his people, so long as Dryst stayed out of Argentgrove proper. 

Stupid, foolish fairies. 

When they ran out of cities in the fields, what would her boys feast upon? Insects once again? The few sacrifices he deemed necessary to keep her and her boys content? 

No. When they ran out of cities in the fields, they would move into the forests and take that which they desired as payback for the boys lost during battle. 

Dryst tossed the remains of her meal aside, no longer content with the meager offering. A brief scuffle ignited as her boys wrestled for the leftovers before they once again settled into silence. Sunrise approached and her boys were tired. Their dark forms, cloaked in various bits of plant life, nestled into grooves dug from the earth in a feeble attempt to hide from the merciless sun of Odensbriar. The fields were a far cry from the comforting crags and caves of home. 

Her ears twitched towards a scuttling in the grass, keen senses determining it was harmless. There was no mistaking the grunts or raspy breathing of her boys. They emerged from the thick stalks to bow and scrape at her feet, trembling as a frothy sweat dripped from their lovely midnight skin. Dryst towered over them, as was proper for one of the highest-ranking Alpha females outside the home territories. 

The newcomers grunted and barked and squealed their message in goblin tongue. She understood the reason for their concern, had no trouble discerning their message under all the apologies and pleas for forgiveness. 

They failed. 

The fairy king requested they rid him of these insignificant rebels, paid well for the task, her blood price included among them. 

The fairy king has no honor. 

Not only did her boys fail in killing their marks, but the young Alpha, Grt, a gift from the Queen, was destroyed in the process. And if she understood the situation, her blood price was the reason for his death. 

A blood price which continued to go unpaid. 

Her boys, all those beautiful, loyal creatures under her command, gone to the earth, gone to Drskan and Glyk in the vast caves of the afterlife. The Gods would see them rewarded for their sacrifices. 

Her furious roar rent the air and woke the half-asleep goblins nestled in the grasses. They jumped to their feet in search of the enemy, barking and growling in confusion as they faced nothing more threatening than open field and brightening skies. The messengers slinked backwards, not daring to run or turn their backs on her righteous anger, unsure of where she would direct her furious energy. 

“Blood price must be paid! Enough of small fairy king. Enough of dead boys! Durg is witness. Grt is witness.” Dryst howled the names of her deceased brothers to the morning sky. Her boys responded, their yelping voices lending a counter-harmony to her deadly song.

“Come boys! Dryst pays visit to tiny fairy king!” One ham hand waved them onward. The smaller goblins tripped over each other in their haste to comply with her demand. 

“Dryst will have blood price. Dryst will have fairy flesh. Soon, Dryst will drink the blood of kings and paint the fairy world teal!” 

The sun was well above the horizon by the time they reached the borders of Argentgrove, the unblinking celestial eye the only witness to the devastation the goblins left in their wake. 
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Chapter 1 - Solandra
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The sun crested the horizon, a golden arch setting the vast fields of grasses afire in pastels oranges and reds in stark contrast against the looming tree-thick shadows of Solandra. The wind tugged at her cloak and sent a stray wisp of silver-white hair into her eyes. Ayla, princess and co-heir to Greythorn’s throne, stood on the tips of her clawed toes in awe of nature’s spectacle, making out little more than dancing rainbow tips as the light banishes the grey tinge covering the blades of grass and wildflowers. It was enough. Enough to send her imagination back to a day quite like this one. A day which defined her every breath, every heartbeat since. 

The morning after that nightmarish flight from home dawned clear and brilliant, bathing the world in the hopeful glow of renewal. Hope was something Ayla knew little of after the previous night’s events. She was lost, betrayed, damaged, not to mention alone for the first time ever. But it wasn’t Koleth’s way to accept defeat with a gracious bow, nor had it ever been her way. 

The seeds of hope were planted when she met Mikle, a rogue even then. Met wasn’t quite the right word. It was more like rescued. Never would she believe such an imposing, muscular fairy could whine and pout so prettily over a bit of sliced skin. To this day, he continued to shy away from the story of how those musty maggots deprived him of a small part of his right ear. 

That same hope sprouted as their rag-tag band of rebels grew to well over a hundred souls, each dedicated to her cause for reasons she could only guess at. The Auric travelled with her, protected her, laughed with her, and fought with her so they might one day see justice returned to the once proud city of Greythorn. 

Hope damn near exploded with growth when Mikle delivered to her figurative doorstep a group of renegades fleeing the city. Renegades which, much to Mikle’s disdain, included her former weapons instructor and confidant, General Fox, a fiery haired warrior who carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. His sister Skye was also among them, a dark protectress whose ego bruised as easily as an apple’s tender flesh. A seasoned guard who possessed a strong sense of battle logic and an even stronger sense of loyalty. Then there was Lyrissa, a blonde slip of a fairy as delicate as finely spun steel who also happens to be a master wisp weaver. Lyrissa stayed behind with the rebels while Stein, their herbalist, joined them in Solandra. 

These three alone were worth their weight in gold coins, and Ayla would be content with the knowledge and skills they added to her team. But then hope blossomed into roses lit with crystal lights from within, threatening to overcome her with its heavenly gifts. 

The first treasure, a dreamwalker whose story would inspire even the pickiest of bards to write scores of songs and entire tomes in her honor. Fable, an insect-fairy plucked from another world by the Gods themselves to assist them in restoring the balance her uncle, Regent-King Galan, demolished during his forceful bid for the throne. 

As if sending someone able to glimpse the future wasn’t sufficient, the Gods saw fit to return the other half of Ayla’s soul to her side. Devlyn, her twin and co-heir, landed beside her almost as if summoned by her thoughts. The grass rustled softly under his slight weight. He tugged the hood of his cloak down, concealing large floppy ears and the beak like protrusion of his mouth. Silver eyes peeked out from beneath, eyes which mirrored her own. In fact, Dev’s twisted form, with its papery grey skin, spindly limbs, and clawed extremities, matched her figure almost perfectly. 

Almost. 

Ayla knew she was a great deal healthier than her brother, both inside and out. One could not spend over a year under interrogation in the dark pits below the fairy palace without losing some of their vitality. Regular food and true sleep have assisted in restoring his physical form, that is, when he chose to partake in those activities, but his mental and spiritual well-being worried her. Not all scars were visible upon the skin. 

“Do you still believe this is the best course of action, Ayla?” Dev’s voice was damaged and rough. They once held no secrets from each other, yet he refused to speak of his experiences at the hands of Loth. She fervently hoped they would one day regain the level of closeness they shared as children. 

“What other choice do we have? Greythorn’s forces will sorely outmatch ours even if we double or triple our numbers.” Ayla reached out and took his hand. Fingers tightened around hers, cold despite the morning’s warmth. “Our wild cousins and the magic they command is the only hope we have of evening the odds against Galan.” 

Shadows fell over them as the rest of Ayla’s expedition joined her outside the Auric’s temporary home. Without conscious thought, Ayla placed her free hand on the wall of legs beside her. Some might glance askew at her actions or wonder if perhaps there was more to the relationship between herself and Mikle than met the eye. However, those fanciful thoughts were, could only be, no more than a daydream. Mikle was more of a security blanket than a lover, the downside to her current form. He deserved more than this scraggly, tough, hideous creature that she was and wouldn’t consider anything more unless, no, until the Gods saw fit to return her form to her. Truth be told, his calf was the highest point of his body she could comfortably hold as her head barely passed his knees. Besides, it might seem odd if she strolled around camp with her hand on his rear. 

“How do we find them, Ayla? No one has visited the hive in generations and those few who leave don’t idly divulge its location.” Fox stood beside Dev, one arm loosely draped around Fay’s waist. His sister Skye was close behind. 

“I don’t know how to find them, but I do know someone who can. Are we all here?” 

Ayla glanced at the assembled group and counted them in her head, searching for Peri and Stein. A single spike of cinnamon hair tied at the top of a child sized head poked out from the other side of Mikle. Leave it to her rogue to casually hide two fairies from view! Everyone had their packs, the meals generously provided by Ryker and his exceptional cooking, and the males, save Stein, had already removed their shirts. Ayla couldn’t blame them. If the humidity radiating out of Solandra was any indication, they were about to experience what it felt like to take a bath all day every day. 

At least they wouldn’t lose sight of Fox. Didn't he ever get any sun? Fox’s skin was as pale as moonlight, save for a few yellowing bruises, though he threatened to erupt into color at a moment’s notice. She supposed that skin so fair didn’t allow for tanning. It was either white, or cherry red, with varying shades of pain in between.

“Well Ayla, who else are we expecting?” Skye grumbled through a yawn. Someone had convinced the warrior to leave her cherished armor behind in favor of a sleeveless vest and loose pants. Good thing too, she would boil herself alive travelling through Solandra wearing so much fairy-forged steel!

“Patience, I haven’t asked them to join us yet.” Ayla reached into her robe and pulled out an amber amulet perched at the end of a silver chain. She winked at Dev’s slow gape, coaxing a rare chuckle out of him. “This, my friends, is a Sylvara heirloom, one whose ability was apparently kept hidden from my uncle, otherwise he would never have gifted it to me after the death of our parents.” Light danced like molten lava within the flawless stone. “It was gifted to our great-great-great-great grandmother Cariesa by the Earthen ones after she rescued an Earth troll caught in a flash flood. Essentially, one of her blood may call upon them for aide whenever there was a need.” 

Ayla gaped a smile at the multiple pairs of eyes blinking down at her. Well, the Greythorn eyes, anyways. Mikle, Peri, and Stein had all witnessed the stone in action in the past. “Trykl, a northern troll, spoke well of his brethren of the south and claimed they knew where the wild ones fly.” She stepped to the forefront of their group and cupped the amulet within her palms. Ayla whispered her need to find the wild fairies, then knelt and laid a hand upon the earth. A resonant hum filled the inside of her head, proof her call was heard by the Earthen ones nearby. 

Moments later, a squat head peaked out of the ground at her feet, emerging as far as the bridge of his nose as if poking his head out of water. Large hickory eyes took in the situation before the troll fully emerged from the ground. She didn’t speak troll, their language a mix of boulders cascading down a cliff and pebbles rubbing together on shore, but the amulet projected his words into her head. 

<Prsl hears you, child of the sky.> His name was a mixture of plants unfurling in the morning sun and the wind teasing the leaves of a tree. He was made of moss and loam which shed from his face as he spoke. Delicate seedlings and multi-colored leaves covered his entire bulk, with a mushroom or two mixed in for good measure. Vines sprouted from his hairline and a spiky mint-colored plant clung to the side of his head. 

“I thank you, Earthen one. You are well?” 

<The earth is strong this day. You wish to know the path to the winged children, roots of our ally?>

“I do. Can you guide us to them?” 

<Prsl wishes to travel this day, as do the branches of my soul. We three will guide thee to the great kapok trees.>

Two pairs of eyes appeared beside Prsl, startling a gasp from behind her. Fay, she suspected. Ayla admitted she was also once unsettled by the troll’s ability to move underground as if it were nothing more substantial than water, but the same could be said the other way around. The trolls, at least the ones from the northwest, were just as intrigued and mesmerized by a fairy’s ability to fly through the air. 

“I, Ayla Sylvara, thank you and your children for this honor. If you would point us in the right direction, we’ll keep up with you earth swimmers from the air.” One pair of eyes dipped into the ground, reappearing to the left. 

“Alright everyone, time to get going.” Ayla hopped into the air, her angular form and struggling beat of her wings a far cry from the graceful leaps of her friends. The trolls emerged from the earth as they flew overhead, their wide, mossy mouths gaping in wonder. With a joyful bugle, the three trolls dove into their turf and led the way into the dense jungles of Solandra. 
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Chapter 2 – Disturbing Edicts 
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One would find more life in a stagnant puddle than on Greythorn’s primary training grounds. Guards working double shifts or recovering from yet another set of lashes had little time for honing their skills. A few haggard souls worked through a basic set of drills, more for the sake of old habits than any real desire. They knew full well that pushing their overtaxed bodies past their limits could and would result in senseless injuries. Injuries the overworked wisp weavers would feel obligated to heal. Bryony shouldn’t be here at all, her blistered back reminding her of this with every slight twist of her body. Chancen didn’t have the heart to order her to bed. It’s all anyone ever said around here these days, and he was loathe to repeat the wisp weaver’s favorite mantra no matter how well intended the advice. Bryony knew her limits, let her decide when enough was enough. 

The towering foliage shielded the sparring grounds from the worst of the midday heat, dappling shadows lending a certain lazy quality to the atmosphere. A haze formed along the dry earth wherever the sun’s rays pierced the canopy, painting golden swatches among the sparse ground cover. Cicadas buzzed a carefree song in the distance, oblivious to Chancen’s dark thoughts, while majestic dragonflies with their gleaming jewel bodies flit about the canopy in their never-ending search for mate and prey. 

The infrequent clang of swords, graceless and forced, startled the lazy mood set by this beautiful day. Chancen crossed his arms, uselessly wishing away some of the moisture forming under his armor. Despite the lack of souls on this perfect summer afternoon and the amount of work waiting for him in Fox’s study, he continued to make himself available at this time for his guards, should they require him for any reason, be it clarification, technique, or covert messages from the members of Brightfrost. It was easier to access him here than in any of the other, more monitored sections of the South Tower. 

Brightfrost. 

Chancen once more vowed to find the fairy responsible for naming the silent rebellion sweeping through the city. It was a play on words describing both Fox’s fire-bright spikes and his icy blue hair. Perhaps they hoped that Fox was out there searching for the solution to their precarious situation, a hope they shared with Chancen. Though, he wasn’t sure if, at the end of all this, Fox would be waiting for him with the answer. He was critically injured when he left the city and there hasn’t been any sign of him since. Not a single glimpse of red darting through the greenery or the hint of a rumor that he was alive. 

The citizens of Greythorn were in dire straits and Chancen feared his strength alone was not enough to hold back the tide of insanity gripping the King and his lackeys. The rebellion gathered followers with each passing day as guards whispered to friends, and the families of those flogged by General Perth caught wind of their kin’s plight. Lady Chanta proved essential to Brightfrost, providing the faction with meeting places as well as ways to get messages, and sometimes fairies, safely out of the city. He thanked the Gods once again that they were able to ship out the trainees before the King closed Greythorn’s borders. His parents must be pulling their hair out by now, what with so many younglings underfoot! The last message from his mother was far too calm for his liking. He would get an earful during her next visit. 

His mother’s displeasure was a small price to pay to protect those bright souls. 

“Chancen!” 

He searched for the source of the familiar voice pitched far too high for comfort. A tiny blue blur ducked behind a sparring pair, almost tripped a guard dragging his feet to the weapon’s shed, and launched herself into his arms. Tryssa melded to his armor and pressed her face into the crook of his neck, her entire body shivering. The guards cast concerned glances at the tiny wisp weaver and her out of sorts behavior, having one and all been admonished at one time or another by the sharp tongue and strong will at her command. 

“Trys, love, what’s wrong?” Chancen whispered into her hair. 

The dip in his collarbone collected a pool of tears before it overflowed and cascaded into the lining of his chainmail, adding to the moisture already coating his skin. His mate’s condition chased all thoughts of discomfort and itchiness from his mind. It was a long moment before she stopped squeezing his neck so hard it was difficult to breathe, longer still before she answered. Chancen waited out the storm, carrying her off to the edge of the training grounds and leaning against a tree. He smoothed the ever-present halo of frizzy chestnut hair atop her head, his insides tying themselves into knots as his imagination concocted all manners of nightmarish scenarios which could upset his mate. 

Had she finally caved and healed a guard’s lashes? Chancen scanned for any signs of pursuit, finding none. Perhaps she broke her wisp weaver’s oath and harmed one of Perth’s lackeys? She knew fairy anatomy inside and out. Tryssa could, in theory, reduce a fairy to a gelatinous pile of flesh with a flick of her dainty fingers. What if they had interrogated her to get to him? No, her back wasn’t warm or bloody from lashes and the rest of her looked to be in good health. Did one of the Brightfrost turn traitor and divulge her involvement with the rebellion? No, again, no signs of pursuit. 

After an eternity of unlikely scenarios flashed through his mind, she finally nuzzled her face against his neck and wiped the last bits of moisture from red-rimmed eyes onto her sleeve. “Sorry about that...” Her voice cracked and she cleared her throat. 

“Don’t be Trys, I’m here for you always, not just when I’m off duty. Are you well?” If Perth or his cronies so much as touched a hair on her head, he would destroy them. 

She nodded. “I received news from one of our contacts at the palace of a new regulation coming into effect.” Chancen breathed an inward sigh. She wasn’t harmed, wasn’t threatened, their identities continued to remain hidden. 

Tryssa grabbed hold of her long braid and absently played with the end. “Our esteemed General would like to further discourage the citizens from breaking curfew, seeing as most aren’t taking it seriously. Fwah! Maybe if they didn’t descend on the city like a plague the minute the sun vanished behind the horizon, the citizens would be more inclined to follow their lead.” 

Chancen gingerly removed the braid before she squeezed the life out of her hair and offered her his hand, which she took, busying her fingers with absently smoothing non-existent wrinkles from his skin. 

“In any case, they are adding extra punishments to go along with a night in the dungeon.” 

Chancen swallowed hard, his wings quivered once. “Let me guess. Lashes.” 

“Oh, did you receive the report as well?” 

“No, but given the current trend, it was the natural evolution of things.” 

“Guess you’re right. Yes, lashes. Four for the first infraction, double for recurring events, with the wisp weavers abiding to the same restrictions as with the guards.” 

“What reason could they possibly have for such harsh punishment?” Chancen frowned.

“Something about not wanting citizens slinking around after dark inciting public unrest.” 

“Makes sense, in a twisted way. In Perth’s mind anyways, what good could you possibly be up to if you’re out after curfew?” Chancen closed his eyes and leaned his head against the rough bark of the tree. “When?” 

“Sunset. Three of the current so-called convicts have spent time in prison on six different occasions. They’re to become examples of what happens when you break curfew. The new regulation also made it mandatory for the victim’s family to attend, personally witnessing the disgrace of their kin.” 

“And spread word afterwards, no doubt.” 

“I want to be there Chancen.” Tryssa’s body resumed shivering. 

Chancen’s ears warmed with a flush of anger. He wanted to shout that there was no way in hell or beyond she would attend this nightmarish event, wanted to forbid her from even thinking about it. The years of training in controlling his emotions set in before any of those fight-inducing thoughts passed through his lips. He took a few breaths lest he accidentally activate his offensive gift. After all, punctuating every argument with a sword was no way of communicating as a couple. 

“May I ask why?” If nothing else, he would listen to the reason for putting herself through what he considered unnecessary trauma. 

Tryssa took a moment to formulate her answer, knowing full well this was her one and only chance at convincing him without a huge argument and an even larger amount of bitterness when she went anyways. “First of all, I want them, the citizens, our people, to know the wisp weavers care about their fate as much as we care for the guards. And before you say it’s a given, I’m telling you it’s not. The people see the attention the fighters are receiving lately, with us healing every minor cut and bruise those flea infested maggots inflict on each other. They wonder why we don’t do the same for them.” 

A valid point. This usually wasn’t an issue, but this wasn’t a usual situation. 

“Also, I want to remember this day, and those afterwards. I know it will cause nightmares, I know what witnessing this kind of trauma can do to my mind. I want it to fuel the movement’s fire, to remind those who think it’s pointless and those who are losing hope of why we must continue this path. Morale is low around here, if you hadn’t noticed.”

Another good point, damn her. “I’ve noticed.” Chancen’s gaze flickered over to the now empty training grounds. 

“Finally, it’s a good time to recruit for our cause.” Tryssa whispered, commanding his attention once more. Those amber eyes trapped him in their flowing depths, shifting from brown to almost green in her anger. “I want to study the reactions to these abhorrent acts, see if we can sway more souls our way.” 

And what better time to gauge reactions than during a flogging? Chancen closed his eyes, afraid of getting swept up in the insanity looming in his brightest of hearts. “One condition, dearest love.” 

“Oh? And what exactly is that?” Her tone warned him to tread lightly. 

“I go with you.” There was no way he would let her face this storm alone. He vowed to be there for her no matter how the winds shifted, a vow affirmed during their joining ceremony. One he had no intention of breaking, ever, even if it meant watching something as macabre as a public flogging together. 

Tryssa once more threatened to stop his breathing with the force of her embrace. “You have no idea how much I hoped you’d say that, my perfect, handsome warrior.” 

“We went into this thing together. I’ll not have you face this beast alone.” 

Her lips crushed against his, a desperate kiss with salty overtones and a deep-seeded need for comfort. They remained hidden under the tree at the edge of an empty training ground holding each other for warmth despite the heat of midday. 
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Chapter 3 - Floggings
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The whip cracked with a wet slap against the unprotected skin of the current miscreant’s back, the first of eight lashes. As per the new regulations, the first offense should land them four lashes, but seeing as these three offenders have nothing better to do than prowl about after nightfall, Perth decided they would serve as examples of what happened when one crossed the line of the law. And what excellent examples they made for the crowd spilling out of the market square, the makeshift stage an island in a sea of concerned souls. 

When had the citizens of this fair city developed such a morbid curiosity? 

Galan watched the proceedings from high in a tree. His new head of the royal guards, Seneca, keeping an eye out for possible trouble from a discreet distance. Though he couldn’t imagine what would possibly befall his royal self in the shadows above when there was such a captivating event happening on the ground below. 

Another strike left a visible welt across the dark skin. Perth timed his lashes meticulously, pausing long enough for the stinging burn to set in before landing the next lash. The guilty party stoically absorbed the punishment, emitting nothing louder than a grunt or a hissing exhale of breath. The eight lashes complete, Perth’s cronies untied the prisoner and dragged him away with a mocking laugh before tossing the offal to his family for care. 

They brought forth the next prisoner and it began anew, only this time the female was less than happy with her lot. She struggled on the way to the platform, struggled as they removed her clothing and bound her wings up and away from her body, struggled as they gave the General room to work. Oh, how she screamed as the first lash tore across the delicate olive skin of her back. Even from this distance, Galan was aware of Perth’s eyes closing with every cry that pierced the air, umber wings quivering with delight. 

The General certainly had a dark side to him. 

The screams had a certain flavor to them, sweet and creamy with a bitter aftertaste. Galan’s pulse quickened. He’d heard many such wordless pleas in his dreams of late, dreams starring none other than the elusive Lady Fable. In them, she belonged to him. Perhaps not her soul, but the soul was a fickle entity. Certainly her heart. Most definitely her body. Time was fluid in dreams, moving swiftly through the drudgery of the everyday only to slow when events became interesting. He forced her to watch as Fox was sacrificed to the Alpha, Dryst, and his light faded from this world never to shine again. Her spirit sank into despair as she raged and howled her distress to the stars. She suffered his attentions, eventually coming to rely on the release it produced, addicted to his aura. Those green eyes were dull and lifeless as Galan made good on all the promises he made. The Gods had finally granted him his every desire: the crown, an army to protect his people, and a Champion of the Gods for himself.

That he woke from those dreams in a cold sweat as a silver glow arced through the darkness was no one’s concern. 

Down in the square, the fourth strike broke through the female’s flesh. By the eighth strike, her skin was undiscernible through the teal curtain adorning her back. Perth flexed his arms in a lazy stretch as his guards discarded this latest conquest. Galan wasn’t certain the female was conscious as they deposited her roughly into the arms of her distraught mate. One of the many wisp weavers in attendance detached himself from the throng and joined the departing pair. Murmurs rose through a crowd previously entranced by her magnificent performance, falling silent as the third prisoner climbed the stairs to the platform and knelt in the void surrounded by long rope-like splatters of blood. 

A gentle wish of robes announced an unexpected visitor. Well, perhaps not so unexpected. The mage Loth loved to invite himself to private audiences with the King at any moment’s notice. 

“Enjoying the evening’s entertainment, Sire?” 

Galan gifted the mage with a pointedly flat expression. “I was, until the court jester appeared.” 

A hissing snicker emerged from beneath Loth’s generous hood. The combination of the mottled brown and brass of the expensive silk fabric and his glowing blue eyes, the only features visible under the hood, turned Loth into some tree-like wraith sprouting from the branch. The mage’s attention shifted to the events below, his pose lending a touch of realism to Galan’s imagination. 

The final prisoner was bound and ready. Perth did not disappoint. 

“Sire...” Loth’s hand tightened around his dragonbone staff. “I’m concerned this new development may breed resentment among the populace.” Wind blowing through moss created more noise than Loth’s voice in that moment. 

“Resentment? All I ask is for the people to follow my rule without question. For their sake, and that of our future!” 

“Of this, I have no doubt. Yet they are like foolish children, Sire. And children don’t often know the best course of action even when you explain the consequences in detail.” 

“Then we must use a different approach, another way of seeing.” Galan gestured towards the silent crowd. “Look mage, look at how they listen to this message. I’ve no doubts this will quell many of the unruly hearts within the city. The rest will weed themselves out with time.” 

Loth shuffled from one foot to the other, clearly not convinced with this argument, but perhaps finding it difficult to counter Galan’s solid logic. 

“I do hope you’ve come for some other reason than to question my authority in this matter?” Galan glared. 

“Of course, Sire.” Loth tapped the butt of his staff against the tree in a rhythm reminiscent of a heartbeat, stalling for time. “I’ve received word from my spy among the Auric. It would see the Good General’s unfortunate streak of luck follows him even now.” 

Galan arched a single eyebrow. The Good General Fox, or ex-General as it were, was unbelievably unorthodox in his strategy, executing fanciful and daring plans which more often than not landed him the victory. Even when he wasn’t supposed to win. “How did they escape annihilation this time? Did they coax the earth to open and swallow the goblins? Or did they sweet talk the sun into shining brighter, roasting the unsavory beasts where they stood?” 

“Sire, you have quite the colorful imagination when it comes to the skills at Fox’s command.” Loth hissed. “No, nothing quite so earth shattering. They simply rode a pair of millipedes into battle.” 

He couldn’t have heard that right. Galan waited for the scream of the final lash to fade before demanding Loth repeat himself.

“As I said, Sire. They rode a pair of millipedes into battle, trampling through the goblin horde, creating a general mess of things before the Auric joined the fray. What’s more...” Loth hesitated. 

Galan rubbed his temples with a thumb and forefinger. “Just get it over with already.” 

“What’s more, one of my spies died in the aftermath. Apparently, the imbecile tried to kill Fox in cold blood with the entire Auric forces as witness.” 

Was it sad that he almost expected these kinds of results? This expectation did not dull the anger, only honed the edges of its blade. “And you’re second spy?” 

“Remains undiscovered among the rebels.” 

“One set of eyes is better than none, I suppose.” 

“Indeed.” Loth whispered. 

Perth cracked his whip into the air as if to punctuate his grand performance before stepping down from the dais, a harbinger of pain and sorrow parting the crowd like so many blades of grass parting for an insect. 

“What of Sion?” 

“Sion contacted my spy this morning. A small expedition headed into the forests of Solandra yesterday, but he did not have the details as to why. The Auric’s leaders are fairly tight-lipped about the details of their plans. Of the renegades, only the wisp weaver remained with the camp.” 

“So, Fox and the others are in Solandra with the creatures? All my targets in one place with only a handful of fairies to guard them?” 

“It would seem so, Sire.” 

“Tell them to follow. Take advantage of any opportunity available to rid us of those monsters, return the blood price to Dryst, and bring the Lady Fay back to me.” 

“As you wish, Sire. Ah, about Dryst.” 

The crowd below remained frozen long after Perth’s third victim disappeared with a handful of wisp weavers in tow. 

“Is there no end to your wonderful news tonight, Loth?” 

“These are volatile times, Sire. The only good news is no news.” 

“Alright, stop trying to be clever. What about Dryst.” 

“I’ve lost contact with her since the unfortunate encounter. Images from her amulet are hazy and dark, but the Alpha was decidedly not in Odensbriar at the moment.” 

“Any clues as to where?” 

“No, Sire. The amulet makes for a poor window.” 

A mystery then. No matter. 

“I’m sure the news of her whereabouts will be unveiled soon enough, mage. I have more to worry about than an Alpha not being exactly where she’s supposed to be.” Galan smoothed out his white clothing. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have pressing matters which require my attention.” Galan’s sneer gave away his thoughts over how much he enjoyed said pressing matters. “As do you, Loth, I’m sure.” 

“Of course. Good evening, Sire.” Loth pressed two fingers to his forehead in the mage’s sign of respect. 

Galan whistled, signaling his departure to Seneca, before leaping from the branch and heading for the palace. The guard in royal blue armor quickly followed his lead. If anything, Seneca was more efficient than Sion and Perth ever were in her position, but to admit this, even to himself, meant admitting he made a mistake by appointing the pair as Generals. And if there was one thing Galan hated more than being patient, it was making mistakes. A final glance back revealed a thinning crowd as fairies shuffled towards their homes, one and all thoroughly cowed for the evening. 

Galan secretly hoped the people of Greythorn weren’t too unnerved by tonight’s display of power. Aside from the untimely interruption, it was an interesting way to pass an evening. Not like the piles of paperwork waiting for his attention back in his study. 

For now, at least, the prison continued with its sudden burst of occupancy and, until his people learned proper respect, the show would go on. 
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Chapter 4 - Treasures
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The jungles of Solandra reminded Fay of the great rainforests back on Earth, at least, of the photographs taken by those with the money for such adventures. Insects called from every nook and cranny, odd hoots and clicks which mimicked birds and monkeys hollering at each other, worse in the morning and the few heartbeats before sundown. It rained on and off throughout the day on an almost constant basis, which made sense. So much overgrown, flourishing foliage must require massive amounts of water to sustain. A moist, earthy scent permeated the atmosphere, whether flying or on the ground, and the enormous blooms threatened to knock her off her feet with their intense perfumes. From sweet fruits to oversaturated areas filled with insects, tangles of vines to plants growing on plants growing on trees, this place was a wonder to her senses. 

Mist rose with every dawn, great swatches of clouds resting between the towering plant life, clinging to the earth until the mid-morning sun dissipated the last of the thick soup which stuck to their skins and soaked their hair. Fay pushed back strands of violet from their plastered position on her forehead and wondered how anyone could live in such conditions. It was like taking a shower all day, every day with no chance of drying off. 

The rest of the team fared little better, though some took it with more grace than others. The males had stripped down to the bare minimum, the straps of the packs leaving pale stripes across their sun kissed chests. Mikle muttered under his breath almost constantly while Fox and Stein stoically bore the heat. 

Skye and Peri both chopped the legs off their pants, forming shorts with uneven hems. Sleeveless shirts clung to their every curve. It might almost be sexy, if it weren’t for the dark sweat stains under their arms and breasts. Skye’s grumbling has reached a whole new level of disgust, and not even Fox was safe from her stormy looks and sharp tongue. Peri was her usual perky self, seemingly unaffected by the oppressive atmosphere of the south. Maybe that was the secret. One must be too small for the humidity to find you. 

Yet, if that were the case, the humidity would have spared the twins. Ayla and Dev soon discovered their forms were not designed for the constant wetness in the air. Their robes clung to their bodies, the material chafing against papery skin. Removing them did not ease the discomfort. They scratched themselves raw by the end of the first afternoon. The second day brought with it a white, fuzzy substance which sprouted from their armpits, crooks of their elbows, behind the knees, and between the legs. All areas prone to excessive moisture. Luckily for them, the trolls were familiar with this condition, although it usually affected insects, and knew what herbs would alleviate the symptoms. Stein soon had enough salve made to last the pair of them weeks in the south. She hoped they wouldn’t be out here that long.

The trolls assured them the hive wasn’t far, one more night, one more day, soon, always soon. Time didn’t hold the same meaning for those curious creatures as it did for fairies. Everything was linked to the trolls through the earth. This made it difficult to set an estimated time of arrival, since they could ‘see’ anywhere they wanted. Whether it was right beside them or a hundred miles away. The trolls also judged time by how quickly they could get there if they weren’t bound to Ayla and Devlyn’s slower pace. 

Those issues aside, the south lands offered a multitude of new and exciting sights. Fay, unable to satisfy her inquisitiveness during the daylight hours, what with them travelling as quickly as the twins could fly until evening, took full advantage of the bits of illumination leftover before they settled for the night. And it turned out, she wasn’t alone in her insatiable need to explore. Peri, and, surprisingly, Dev joined her on mini expeditions, discovering insects and plants which defied the imagination and sometimes even logic. Such as the sickly green insect covered in red spots with bristles growing out of its rear. Or the beetle whose neck grew up and out at a ninety-degree angle, tiny eyes and long antennae precariously perched on the tip. Or the stick bugs as thin as her arm, their wiry bodies standing twice again as tall as Mikle. The plants earned an honorary mention, some of whom saved their display of luminescent pastel colors for after sundown. 

If only they weren’t on such a dire mission, Fay could lose herself for years in this amazing territory! 

Fox silently observed her explorations, completely amused by their antics. Of course, this didn’t mean Fay was immune to the longing emanating from the back of her mind, the place she associated with Fox’s emotions, and not the longing for new discoveries either. Well, perhaps a little exploring was on his mind, the kind done with warm hands and questing tongues. The bond connecting them made it possible to communicate emotions silently between them, such as this need for intimacy. Skye called it a truebond, a soul finding its exact match. A phenomenon almost unheard of in the fairy species. 

Fay reached for her warrior’s hand, a gesture he reciprocated without conscious thought. Miles and miles of nothing but lush jungle containing roughly four billion places to hide and they couldn’t find more than a few stolen moments alone together. Not that they hadn’t tried. Peri had all but claimed Fay as a big sister, though Fay knew the tiny fairy was much older by some fifty years or so. It was the worst case of hero worship Mikle had ever seen, and he wasn’t shy in reminding the tiny terror of it, either. 

Then there was Dev, the lost little prince. She didn’t have the heart to ask him for a touch of privacy, and neither did Fox. The little prince craved company after so long in dark despair, even if it was simply sitting near them in comfortable silence as he contemplated his thoughts. Fay sensed the beginnings of healing within him. What better place to find oneself than a lush paradise? From time to time, his long-suppressed personality made a brief appearance, usually leaving the group in stitches. Dev, it seemed, was a book worm with a dry sense of humor which sometimes bordered on the ridiculous. 

A resonating bellow from a hollow-horned nocturnal insect announced the end of their flight for the day. Nightfall in the south didn’t wait until they set up camp to stake its claim upon the land. One night of stumbling through the brush with nothing to guide them but bioluminescent plants and the dim glow of a crimson magelight convinced Ayla to call it a day before the first stars blinked down on them from above. They landed as the dazzling display of sunset cloaked the sky with a golden orange glow, gilding even the darkest greens in rusty copper and gold hues. Fay paused in this moment between reality and fiction as the light’s song sang a gentle chorus in her soul. 

“Fay! Fay over here!” Peri’s child-like voice called in excitement, shattering the peaceful moment with all the exuberance of a toddler at play. She took off in the direction of the voice, flitting away before Mikle had a chance to stop her, with Dev, her faithful shadow, following close behind. Mikle couldn’t catch her unless she wanted to be caught anyways, being faster than him and all, but it didn’t mean he wouldn’t try. Probably strain a flight muscle too, adding to the list of things he groused about all day. 

“Fay, you pain in my ass! Get back here! Nialand’s teeth, the three of you are more trouble than an angry nest full of fire ants! Damn it!” Mikle’s voice echoed through the dense brush despite the muting effect of the leaves. 

Fay hid a snicker behind her hand as he continued on this tangent until a cry of pain abruptly ended the tirade. There’s a plea for Ayla to have a heart and something about water nearby. 

Score another one for the adventurers!

“I think Ayla’s hitting him harder these days.” Dev snickered. “The itching fungus is driving her mad.” 

“I almost feel bad for him, you know. He’s only trying to keep us all together. To be fair, we did upset those ants by trying to follow them inside their nest, and the beetles didn’t appreciate us riding them. He’s tired of putting out our figurative fires. I just hope she doesn’t give him brain damage from hitting him on the head so often.” 

“And where’s the fun in sitting around staring at each other until we fall asleep?” Peri popped up mid-air, startling a squeak out of Dev. 

“Bah, Fox and I did that all of once and I happened to have enjoyed every second of it.” Fay stuck her tongue out at the diminutive fairy. 

“Whatever. I still don’t get it. Anyways, come see what I found!” Peri all but bounced in her haste. 

“How did you find this thing so fast, anyways? We only just landed!” Dev followed in Fay’s wake, letting her forge the path through the greenery. 

“Saw it on the way by. I can see in the dark, remember? Shadows are a part of the dark.” Peri parted a low hanging vine and pointed. “Ta-Da!” 

Fay inhaled sharply and tensed, ready to grab Dev and run while uselessly reaching out to stop Peri as she skipped over and danced in front of the beast squatting in the brush. Fear gradually faded to wonder as the creature didn’t budge so much as a muscle. 

“What... what is that?” Fay asked. The thing lay askew in the bushes, its body roughly the size of a truck. Eight hairy legs sprouted from a central segment. A flap of skin hung from the bottom like the zippered opening to a mascot’s suit. It might be a spider, if you took said arachnid and blew it up to the size of a semi, gave it eight tree trunk legs, made it see-through, then gave it all the substance of a slightly deflated balloon animal. 

“It’s a molt! Look at it, I’ve never seen a molt this intact before!” Peri bounced. 

“A molt? So, there’s a spider this size crawling around the area?” Dev gulped, uncomfortable with the situation. 

“Larger!” Peri beamed. 

“You’re slightly insane, you know that?” Fay muttered. 

Peri’s single ponytail bobbed at the top of her head with the force of her nod. She poked the empty shell. “Hard as a rock. Been a while since this fellow’s molted. They’re softer when the spider first comes out.” 

Fay relaxed and gingerly reached over to touch a hair covered leg. The spikes were hard, but pliable. She gave it a twang, then jumped back as the entire thing quivered in response. She peeked around the thick leg and raised an eyebrow. Peri hacked through the tips of one leg with her sword, then another, before tucking both arms into the extremities and waving the pointed ends around like super powered ninja weapons. Laughter bubbled up, emerging first as a snicker before evolving through a gamut of giggles and snorts until the three of them howled helplessly at Peri’s ridiculous antics. Between breaths, Peri walked in a stooped position, mimicking an insect’s movements through the bush, then flew about pretending to stab at them from the air like a drunken wasp. 

Their laughter may have alerted Mikle to their positions, but it also attracted the locals. They dismissed the shivering bush as a trick of their tear-blurred vision, and the wiggling molt may be resonating with their laughter. The hulking earth toned head full of eyeballs that emerged from the thick green wall of vines put an abrupt halt to their game. Peri’s piercing cry threatened to burst their eardrums and, quicker than she thought possible, she dashed behind the safety of Fay’s legs. 

“Oh, hi there. Um. Sorry to disturb you miss spider. Ah...” Fay struggled with her words as she thought through her options. They were visitors here, and fried spider wasn’t on the menu for tonight. She didn’t want to harm the beast. The spider’s palps worked furiously, cursing them out in spiderese. It raised its forelegs in a threatening display of size and power, entire body tensing for the attack. Not that the creature required any additional height. How in the world had all of that fit in what’s left of the molt? 

Bodies crashing through the underbrush behind them saved Fay from the spider’s furious posturing. Mikle exploded from the brush at her left in a shower of leaves and flower petals and skidded to a halt before the beast. “Whoa there girl!” He held both hands, palms out, reminding Fay of a horse trainer working with a skittish animal. 

Another body emerged from the brush, took one look at his opponent, and issued an undignified squeak. A muttered “Oh hell no!” followed Fox as he retreated from the area. 

Skye, right on his heels, smacked the back of Fay’s head. “Hellfires Fay! Now he’ll have nightmares tonight! And that’s if he even sleeps! Way to go!” She stalked away with a growl. 

“Oops...” Fay was quite aware of the incident which led to the development of Fox’s intense fear of spiders. She should have known better, but it was harmless fun! At least, at first. 

Mikle patiently talked the spider down using his gift, soothing its anger. The spider lowered one leg, then another, her palps calming as she listened to Mikle’s resonant voice. “That’s right, you’re fine. We didn’t mean to intrude on your territory. You left your molt to dry so you could take it back to your den, right? It’s beautiful, will look wonderful on the walls. That’s right, go ahead and take it darling.” 

The spider, calmer now, carefully wrapped the molt in its forelegs and, with a final hiss in their direction, disappeared into the forest with its treasure. If Fay’s heart wasn’t pounding furiously, she would laugh at the way the empty shell compressed, legs folding together like a squished doll being carried off by a toddler. The forest all but slurped in the exoskeleton as if it were composed of eight thick strands of spaghetti. 

Mikle relaxed his shoulders and shook his head, then raised a long finger and turned to point it accusingly at them. Well, pointing at Fay while the other two clung to her legs like children clinging to their mother’s skirt. His mouth opened and closed a few times, obviously having difficulties finding the words to properly address this situation. Fay signaled with a slight twitch of her hip, and they executed Peri’s emergency contingency plan. The three of them put on their best lost child expressions, eyes as large as they could go, lips protruding into pouts, or in Dev’s case, ears flopping forward like a lost puppy. 

Mikle blinked and shut his mouth with an audible snap, all of the wind stolen from his sails. “And here I thought Fox would be my biggest problem during this expedition. You three are lucky I like you. Come on, Ayla found us a nice cozy spot near a small waterfall, complete with a deep pool. No spiders, no ants, no beetles. Maybe we can get a swim in before bed.” 

Fay surreptitiously held out her hands in high fives to her co-conspirators and together they followed Mikle back to camp in silence. Once there, she passed on the swim in favor of finding Fox. He was perched high in a nearby tree as if he was somehow out of the spider’s reach this close to the sky. He didn’t so much as twitch a wing when she landed, though he did startle as her hands gently touched his shoulder. Without words, for words weren’t necessary between them, she stuffed their mental link full of warm, comforting love and massaged his tense shoulders. 

Fay deemed it appropriate to speak once he relaxed under her skillful fingers. “I should have warned you, beloved. I’m sorry.” Fay slid her hands down his chest and hugged him from behind, careful not to step on either pair of his wings. His hands were clammy and somewhat cold when they made contact with her skin. He said nothing, only squeezed her hands in this backward embrace, silently forgiving her with a heartfelt half-smile and a tender kiss against her cheek as they watched the fading of the light.
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Chapter 5 - Company


[image: ]


Fox and Fay rejoined the group once the sun’s brilliant light ceded the dance floor to millions upon millions of sparkling diamonds trapped in a cobalt sky. The little Tella joined her sister amid the night’s finery, both moons visible this far south despite the early hour. The smaller moon’s silver glow was no more than the sliver of a crescent, easily overlooked for the nearly full glory of Calillah. 

Yet, even the beauty and usually calming presence of both moons wasn’t enough to settle the nerves flitting through Fox’s stomach. He did nothing more than nibble at his food, staring at the meal long after the others were done, prompting his lady to pack the uneaten portions for a later time. While the others settled in to sleep on a great flat mushroom or on leaves suspended by hanging vines, he paced the length of a root while running a hand through his hair for the fiftieth time. That spider was certainly the most disturbing such creature he’d ever come across, nothing like the circular bodies perched upon long spindly legs which made up the bulk of the spiders back home. There was no way he could sleep knowing that gargantuan creature was nearby. 

Fay watched from the end of the root, concern and gentle love radiating from both her features and the back of his mind. Gods, she must know how much she’d helped already. Her quiet support, the unspoken I’m here for you meant more to him than he could ever express in words. 

He ran a hand through his hair once again, somewhat surprised the spikes weren’t a flat mess under the weight of this humidity and the constant sweat dripping from his scalp. A growl emerged from the general area of Skye, and someone shuffled noisily and huffed a sigh. He understood what they weren’t saying. Fairies were trying to sleep, and his constant motion was a disturbance to them. Fay, reaching the same conclusion, jumped down from her perch and took his arm. 

“What do you say we sit on the other side of the water? The waterfall should drown out the sound of our, hmm, voices and let the children get some sleep.” Her mischievous grin sparked one of his own. He agreed with a nod. 

Fay waved to the Earth trolls, their hulking shadows streaked with bioluminescent lights from the plants they used as clothing. The youngest waved back, then returned to his task as lookout. The trolls, while diurnal, had keen senses when it came to their natural territories and agreed to keep watch. This allowed their entire party to sleep and regain the energy it required to stay in the air all day. 

Tiny streaks of light flit through the water, vanishing into the many plants and fallen branches within the pool as Fay peered over the edge. The warm waters softly cascaded down moss-covered stones and spilled into the basin, supporting all manners of underwater plant life and insects. There must be some hidden exit within the basin itself, an underground river or something of the like. 

Fox ran his gaze over Fay’s figure and his shoulders finally released their leftover tension, which in turn dissipated the headache forming at the base of his neck. Yes, the spider was still out there, but he wouldn’t have to face this night alone. 

Speaking of alone, it looked they finally had a moment together. He had more personal time with Fay surrounded by three units and an entire village than he did within this small group of eight! 

Fay tugged him down onto a cushion of emerald moss between the long capsules, their tips glowing silver in a natural imitation of magelights perched upon thin stalks. The forest, so active and bright throughout the day, took on an almost ethereal life at night. Geometric pastels streaked the surfaces of leaves, some more subtle than others. Insects sang almost continuously in the dark; high staccato songs and low intermittent buzzing among a soothing hum which all made wonderful background music for falling asleep. Lightning bugs danced through the air in a dazzling display, glowing abdomens leaving streaks of multihued lights in their wake. Not to be outdone, other insects had developed similar abilities, from glowing stripes to antennae tipped with lights for attracting prey. 

Fox buried his free hand into the moss. The velvet leaves brushed softly against his skin, as soothing as running a hand through his hair, perhaps more so. After all, the moss wasn’t soaked through with sweat. Fay lifted his hand to her lips and pressed a warm kiss against his knuckles. Her tender gesture left the ghost of her touch upon his skin long after she lowered his hand onto her lap. 

“Fox, do you think the wild ones will really help?”

He blinked at the unexpected question. Well, perhaps not so unexpected, seeing as their destination was the hive of the wild fairies and it was all Ayla spoke of these days. 

“I believe it’s worth a try. Our wild cousins rarely involve themselves in our politics, but the tragedy befallen the royal family organized by a member of the Sylvara bloodline might strike a chord with them. You see, the hive isn’t of a single mind the way ants and bees worked, but consider each other, and us, as family. Like a clan.” 

“And in a clan, if you betray one, you betray all.” 

“Exactly. They might offer assistance for this fact alone. I admit they might be our only hope of winning against the forces at Galan’s command. Have you seen anything new?” 

Fay’s sharp canines dug into her bottom lip. “Nothing’s changed on the path. Some things don’t seem decided yet. I see three different endings to a large-scale battle.” She whispered.

The fright emanating from her prevented him from digging for further information
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