
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Sometimes the truth can be the hardest thing to find—especially when it comes from within.

	 

	 

	Despite the recent loss of his parents, Ash Woodhart is content living with his siblings, deep in the southern countryside of his family’s domain. Ren, an aloof boy with no home and no family, is an intrusion forced on Ash by his eldest brother. Ash dislikes Ren on sight, but as the years pass and the two come to understand each other, his feelings for Ren gradually morph into something more. However, Ren shows no sign of reciprocating those feelings—and as Ash’s recklessness leads him into danger, the truth may come too late.
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Part One

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Breathe. Remember, your emotions should aid but never control you, or you will lose control of your Gift in turn. You must direct your feelings, not only your will, if you wish to master it.”

	Ash sighed, weary of hearing the same thing yet again. Still, he attempted to curb his growing exasperation and tried once more to send a gust of wind through the air to blow the stubbornly motionless scrap of parchment off the chair that stood facing him.

	Nothing. The air was still, and he was all too relieved when his lesson was interrupted by a knock at the door.

	“Mara. My apologies for the intrusion.” Lelande—usually a stickler for manners—still had his riding cloak on. Ash peered at him curiously.

	“Not at all, my lord. We were nearly finished for the morning—but who is this?”

	Lelande stepped to the side, motioning to a figure standing behind him whom Ash had failed to notice until now.

	“Ash, Mara, this is Ren.”

	Ash’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. Sure enough, Lelande cleared his throat and glanced toward him.

	“He is to be Ash’s new... companion, starting from today. Ren, this is Mara, who has been a part of our household for many years as our instructor and resident herbalist. And this is my youngest brother, Ash.”

	Ash ignored the introduction. “You mean he’s to be my bodyguard.” He barely spared a look for the pale blank-faced boy standing mutely at Lelande’s side, glaring instead at his brother with all the withering scorn a ten-year-old boy could muster.

	Lelande turned to Mara. “Perhaps you could excuse us for the moment. I think I had best speak with my brother alone.”

	“Of course.” Mara smiled and patted Ash on the shoulder before leaving the room, closing the door behind her.

	An awkward silence followed before Lelande continued as though there had been no break in the conversation between them. “I judged companion to be the better term, as the former seemed so much to your disliking.”

	“I don’t need a bodyguard. Or a so-called companion.” Ash was adamant.

	“So you say. But as it was either that or confine you to your chambers, posting a guard at your door day and night, I thought this to be the kinder option—for both our sakes. Now, pray, stop being rude and introduce yourself properly.”

	Ash let the silence drag out a moment, just to make it perfectly clear he still thought no better of Lelande’s decision than he had several days ago, before finally looking at Ren again. “Ash Woodhart,” he said, still glaring.

	“Well met, my lord.”

	Ren’s tone was deferential, his expression bland. Ash looked him over and was not impressed—mostly because if his brother was going to force a bodyguard on him no matter his objections, he had at least expected someone more bodyguard-like.

	He had envisioned somebody large and intimidating, a man heavily muscled and bristling with weapons, perhaps even with a great prickly beard like the famed mercenaries he had heard of from far to the east. Yet this boy—and he was, unmistakably, a boy—stood several inches shorter than Ash himself. To add insult to injury, even if there had been a single weapon in sight, Ash doubted Ren would have known how to wield it. Everything about him was neat, nondescript and entirely non-threatening, from his plain dark riding clothes to his cropped brown hair with not a strand out of place. Even his eyes were closer to gray than blue.

	Ash already knew he was going to dislike him.

	“I thought you said bodyguard, not playmate.” He turned his glare back to Lelande. “No offense to little Ren here, but I’m pretty sure I’d be the one getting him out of trouble.”

	“Would you have preferred to be followed about by a full-grown warrior rather than someone closer to you in age?” Lelande’s tone was mild in the face of Ash’s obvious disdain. “At the very least, I’ll rest better knowing you won’t be clambering about the mountainside alone from now on.” His gaze lingered over Ash’s tangled hair before moving pointedly down to his arms, bare below the elbow, taking in the dozen fresh scuffs and scratches amid the two dozen old ones. “Incidentally, you might keep in mind that little Ren here is a full two summers older than you, and in many matters far more experienced. Indeed, I believe you could learn much from him.”

	Ash scowled and rolled the sleeves of his shirt back down—a habit for which he was frequently being reprimanded. He was constantly being told it was not befitting for a gentleman to push up his sleeves—not even when it was very hot outside. “I can take care of myself just fine. Just because my Gift—”

	Lelande held up a hand, forestalling his brother’s protest. “Rest assured, your Gift has nothing to do with it. This is not a punishment, Ash. I am simply thinking of your safety.”

	That his last words were probably true did nothing to assuage Ash’s temper. “So I’m to be followed around for the rest of my life then?” The thought of having his personal space permanently invaded by anyone, least of all this whey-faced boy, was intolerable.

	“You’ll have your privacy. Ren is to have his own bedchamber, and much of his time will be occupied in training with the men while you take your lessons. But in every other way, Ren is to be treated as a member of this family. You will accept his presence and allow him to accompany you wherever you may go outside this house. In this, you have no choice. After you come of age, I may rethink the matter.” Lelande stared levelly at him. “Trouble finds you, Ash, even when you’re not seeking it out, and your well-being is more important to me than your pride. So for my sake, if not for your own... please?”

	Ash could tell his brother was serious, because Lelande was calm and self-possessed and rarely begged for anything. He was begging now.

	Ash turned his scowl to the floor. “Fine,” he snapped with ill grace. “I’ll put up with it.” For now. “But it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

	Lelande sighed but did not scold Ash for his rudeness. “I suppose that’s the best I’ll get from you for the time being.” He turned to the boy still standing beside him. “Ren, if you have need of anything, I will be speaking with Luck in the stables. My brother will see to it that you’re shown around the manor. Isn’t that right, Ash?” He waited for Ash’s reluctant nod of agreement before turning to leave, and then Ash was left alone with the still silent Ren.

	Ren looked at him. Ash looked back. The silence stretched out.

	“Come on then,” he huffed when it became painfully clear that Ren would not speak for himself. “I’ll show you around.”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	Ash was already leaving the room before Ren had opened his mouth to reply. He walked quickly, forcing Ren to scamper to catch up. “And don’t call me that,” he added impatiently, not looking behind him. “My name is Ash.”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	 

	Ash resented Ren, not just because he hated the idea of a so-called companion being forced upon him, but because he resented the bigger intrusion into his life, his home, his family. And the Woodharts were a close-knit family—grown closer still with the recent deaths of their parents—who annoyed and cherished one another in equal measures.

	The oldest, Lelande, was tall and broad-shouldered. Calm and collected in all but the most trying of circumstances, his bearing was all that a lord of such a long-standing family should have been—though his temper, on the occasion he lost it, was quietly terrifying. Ash thought it was lucky Lelande had such strong shoulders, for he now bore the weight of responsibility for their house and their name upon them.

	Then there was a big gap, because of the war, and so his two younger brothers had been born a full eleven summers later. Koresh was slender and graceful, his features finer than Lelande’s, though he had the same forest-green eyes that had been passed down to all of them by their mother. His temper was quick as Lelande’s was even, though in his fits of anger he rarely said anything he truly meant, and everybody knew it. He was born only a day before Ash—hours, really—but still liked to act as though he were Ash’s senior by several years.

	Ash tried to compare himself as little as possible to either of his brothers, for he felt any comparison was bound to be unfavorable. His hair was a disheveled mess no matter how many times he or anyone else attempted to tame it, his skin darkened immediately in the sun, and his clothes simply refused to stay clean or in good repair, even when he thought he was being careful. More to the point—at least as far as Ash was concerned—each of his brothers had mastery over their Gifts. To them, it seemed to come as naturally as breathing, while his own Gift, despite being the same in ability, was as fickle and capricious as the wind that was supposed to be at his command.

	Aria was still a baby, the only girl and doted on by everyone. She had, against all odds, survived beyond the birthing chamber where their mother had not, and would likely come to look much like her in the years to come. Because of this and because Aria was such a sweet thing, with her easy giggles and tiny hands reaching eagerly out to explore the world, it was impossible not to love her. Determined to make her life a contented one, her three brothers spoiled her shamelessly, willingly taking on the roles of mother and father, sibling, and friend.

	Even the servants that made up the rest of their far-flung country estate were as much a part of their home as anyone. Many of them had been a part of the household for years, like their parents and grandparents before them. A few, like Luck the stablemaster, had come from afar. Most others, like Mara, whose own hands had helped bring the four siblings into the world, had been around longer than anyone could remember. They rarely bowed or curtseyed unless guests were in residence, and Ash had grown up knowing all of them by name.

	All mourned alongside the family after the loss of Ash’s mother, who had been as kind and strong as she was beautiful, and for his father who wasted away after her in his grief. It was a sad time, but also one in which every member of the house stood united in their sorrow.

	And into this comfortably familiar household came Ren—a near-mute boy whom Ash had never met—who, at Lelande’s insistence, now followed him about like a second shadow.

	This seemed a deeply personal blow to Ash, who loved his family but had an equally strong love for the freedom of his surroundings. Whenever Lelande became too irritatingly calm or Koresh too quick to vent his frustrations, Ash would escape into the hills, losing himself among the steep inclines and close-growing trees. There the mists rose from freshly dampened soil and gurgling rivers even in high summer, and Ash was a Woodhart through and through. Their home was rarely encroached by the outside world, for it lay deep in the southern countryside, where the Woodharts had bred some of the most sought-after horses in the kingdom since time immemorial. Their manor house lay in a natural bowl carved out by the sheer mountains on either side, and if Ash stood at its center and looked up, it felt like the Earth itself was cupping him in its hands.

	Ren was a distraction Ash neither needed nor desired. And so while Ash was by nature neither cruel nor spiteful, he took every opportunity to try and leave Ren behind. He tolerated the boy only in that he never explicitly ordered him from his presence, but otherwise attempted to slip away at every turn, leaving Ren to chase after Ash wherever he might go.

	At this, Ren proved infuriatingly skilled. Just when Ash finally thought himself free, and was happily scrambling up trees or digging in the dirt for treasure, there Ren would appear as if by magic, silent and watchful. Wherever Ash wandered the thickly-wooded mountains, jumping over rocks or roving among the forest, sometimes collecting herbs for Mara but usually simply adventuring alone, Ren would eventually track him down. It was as though he had some kind of sixth sense where Ash was involved. Like a shadow, Ren refused to be shaken, and Ash wanted to hate him for it.

	Ash consoled himself with the thought that Ren would eventually tire of following around a constantly disappearing boy and would beg Lelande for permission to return home. No matter how hard he might try, he would never truly be a part of the household. He was an invader, an outsider, and while Lelande might ask Ash to treat him as a friend, there were some things quite beyond Ren’s understanding. What more other than begrudging tolerance, Ash asked himself, could the boy possibly expect?

	 

	“Well, what did you expect?” Luck said, rolling his eyes.

	Ash shrugged moodily. He liked Luck, who had a jagged scar over his left eye, the curliest hair Ash had ever seen, and a way of talking that never seemed patronizing or overly polite. On the contrary, there was a sardonic twist to his mouth that made every grin feel almost mocking, like he was secretly looking down on everyone for being who they were but at the same time couldn’t quite blame them for it. It was said that Luck had fought in the war and been as lucky as his namesake to come out alive, though Ash had never asked him about this outright. There was a lot he didn’t know about Luck, but the man had an easy way about him and wasn’t afraid to treat him as an equal. Luck had always seemed like a kindly, if somewhat sharp-tongued uncle more than any kind of servant.

	“I at least expected him to stop calling me my lord after the first few weeks,” Ash groused. “It’s not as though I act the part.”

	“Can’t argue with that,” Luck replied, not missing a beat.

	Ash glared at him a moment, then gave a reluctant grin. “All right, so I don’t act
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