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Chapter 1

			Just Another Day

			Aieren felt the pleasant comfort that always came when interrupted precipitation sprayed onto his bark-skin. Today, it was made all the better with the thrill of the contest, which pulsed intoxicatingly through him. By Morningsong, he was in his element.

			A saber-like scian soared toward him, cutting through drops of rain—but Aieren smoothly evaded it. Aieren already knew his opponent’s next move, and the next and the next and even the next after that. He was that good—far better than any other in the entire Daoine Maithe. 

			His free hand tapped Baragh T’lin’orr’s wooden shoulder; the fellow Sylvan warrior stumbled forward in a most un-Sylvan-like manner, but quickly recovered. He aimed his rage-filled face at Aieren. 

			Aieren could not stop his laugh as it escaped from his throat, and this only increased Baragh’s anger. Baragh was a cottonwood Sylvan of the capital city of Aìte Longotahce, and they were all quite humorless. Add in that red maples like Aieren just grated on their nerves and this was a toxic combination for Baragh’s demeanor. 

			It also caused him to be careless in the contest. This, Aieren knew. He did not need the added advantage, but it amused him—and why shouldn’t he take advantage of a lesser Sylvan? After all, he was Aieren of Galee.

			Baragh’s charge came just as Aieren predicted, low and straight. He waited, poised. At the last moment, he pulled his kindjal, a heavy slicing blade favored by the Sylvan of Galee, and used the hooked tip to catch Baragh’s outer foot. It hooked on the ridge of Baragh’s protective bark-skin, and Aieren felt it sink deep in the groove. Like a gazelle, he leaped in an aerial cartwheel for momentum. The kindjal pulled the leg across the front of Baragh’s other leg, spinning him into the air like an out-of-control top to crash face-first on the leafy forest floor. 

			Aieren landed smoother than a cat on both feet, light as a feather. A melodic cheer filled the wood as a slender, pretty cottonwood Sylvan clapped excitedly. She was bobbing with a gleeful smile up and down on her toes, first one foot and then the other, repeatedly. 

			Aieren flashed her his best flirty smile and bowed low, crossing his kindjal hand across his waist. Coming back up, he said with silky fluidity, “For you, Lady Chaylinith.”

			“Oh, Aieren!” She blushed with a golden hue. “You are a wonder!”

			Baragh had pulled himself up to a sitting position and brushed the foreign leaves from his face. 

			“Oh, Aieren, you are wonderful,” he said, mocking his smitten sister. He slowly stood back up and traipsed over to retrieve his tossed scian.

			“Ready to go again?” Aieren asked Baragh, a smirk on his gray skin—which was already taking on more of a brown tinge as his bark-skin receded. The hard ridges were giving way to a smoother texture. He knew the answer even before asking.

			“Five is enough today,” Baragh said, baffled resignation threading its way into his response. “Just once, just once, I’d like to—”

			“Never going to happen. You should know that by now,” Aieren said with a flatness that underlined a truth they all knew too well. Aieren had never been bested by anyone, not since he became full grown from a sapling. Now he was all of one hundred and twenty-one. 

			He was fast, fast as any Sylvan he had ever seen in action. Being of red maple made him strong too. But it was not those qualities that told him what his opponent was going to do in battle before they did it. His magic did that, the unique way he was able to use his red and blue magic together. 

			Every Sylvan had some magic in them, each presenting a little differently. His ability to heal others was less than most Sylvan, but he regenerated quite fast without taking direct action. He knew the chestnut guardians of the southern Daoine Maithe could wield strong blue magic and create powerful illusions. His magic was of a far more internal nature.

			Aieren sheathed the kindjal at his hip. Its curved blade expanded from narrow at the hilt to wide at the end, where it hooked back upon itself. Galean Sylvan preferred this heavy slicer to the slender, curved scian used by other parts of the Daoine Maithe. It snapped home with a click.

			Chaylinith had come dancing over to him, her slender arms pulled close and her hands clasped behind her. Her smile beamed at him through her long, spear-pointed leafy hair, which fell in a cascade as only a cottonwood’s did, way past her lightly tanned skin. She showed no hint of bark texture other than her cheeks and nose having an attractive angular sharpness to them. 

			She bubbled at Aieren, “I think you won the prize.”

			“Prize?” Aieren smirked, pretending he did not know her intent. By the gifts of the wood, this girl was flirty. But he liked it. He liked her. Or was it just the attention? It didn’t matter—he liked it, regardless of the reason. “Now, my little cottonwood Chay, what could that be?”

			“Oh, by Morningsong, will you just get it over with,” Baragh said, obviously annoyed with more than just being beaten in a humiliating fashion. “My prize would have been of a more useful purpose...” 

			With a smiling giggle, Chaylinith advanced on Aieren and, reaching her tiptoes without releasing her clasped hands, kissed him full on his lips. He was surprised at her aggressiveness. Her lips were hungry, and he felt hidden desire in her invasion. He accepted it, as he did whenever she found a chance to tease him. His lust for her began to kindle deep in his chest, but she pulled away far too fast for anything to really flare. It was a momentary spark. A promise of…something.

			Her eyes didn’t leave him as her lips did. She looked as fevered as he had a moment before. “Aieren,” she cooed at him, smiling coyly. 

			He realized his red maple bark had begun to surface on his skin again, and he flushed bright red in embarrassment. “I…uhhh…” He had no other words in his mouth.

			“I love that color on you.” Chaylinith widened her grin, a devilish touch steaming off her cool, light green eyes—the color of unripe cottonwood buds waiting to fluff for summer. 

			Only red maple Sylvan could achieve that bright deep red. He forced the bark-skin to recede and looked over to where Baragh was shaking his head. 

			“You two,” he said. “I think you may find yourselves matched before your two hundredth year.”

			“Oooh!” Chaylinith drew in a breath, smiling like the notion had never crossed her mind. “I think Aieren would like to.” She gave him a longing stare with her green eyes again. “I know I would.” 

			She was serious, Aieren knew. Chaylinith cast the question to him at every opportunity, but he was nearly eighty years shy of two hundred. And her? She was hardly a hundred herself. Cottonwoods usually outlived any Sylvan from his home region to the north in Galee. She had centuries to sort out matching a mate. And as for himself, he would not be thrust into such a commitment. After all, he was a red maple, and his father held the chair on the Council of
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