
        
            
                
            
        


		
			
				
					[image: FFC_FlatCover_Paperback.jpg]
				

			

		


		
			
				
					[image: Title_FFC.jpg]
				

			

		


		
			
				













To you, my dear reader, for sticking with me until the end.
I am more grateful than you could ever know!
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​Chapter One

				
Ariiaya


				Ariiaya Trillia stood firm in the silence that followed her departure from the western shore, her insides a riot of enmity and anguish, guilt and rage. Her thoughts returned to the circumstances that had led to their current location, which was now safely aboard a boat heading back to Ayrith, the spring city in the west, an hour after finding Elijah on the outskirts of Border Town.

				Lorch’s face shadowed with distrust and disgust.

				Blood.

				Colleen’s severed head hitting the earth.

				Blood.

				Soldiers obliterated into red dust.

				Blood.

				A woman standing over Elijah’s hunched form, her face a twist of sick delight.

				His scream as it split the air.

				It hadn’t taken her long to find him, despite the turmoil of the army’s withdrawal, and the memory would haunt her like a spiteful ghost. Elijah had risen to his feet much more slowly than normal, and as he turned to face her, she realised something wasn’t right. His face was the same as the one she knew so well, but there was something devastatingly different about him. Blood speckled the fine hairs of his beard and lashes, tendrils of black hair hung over drawn brows that framed eyes of deep quicksilver mist.

				His eyes. That was the difference. Devoid of recognition; blank and filled with haze.

				She worried that he was no longer the man she’d fallen in love with.

				With one command from the woman behind him, his weapon was drawn, and he was upon her with unrelenting force – confirming those fears. 

				Elijah wasn’t in control, because this male was trying to kill her.

				“Elijah, stop, please…”

				She had pleaded with him as he rained blows down upon her, all to the chorus of a woman’s claps of delight. She had quickly noted the woman’s features while attempting to block the strikes, trying to figure out who she was. She had black hair that was tinged chocolate in the afternoon light, trimmed and angled to her jawline in uneven, choppy waves. Her skin was pale with little dimples on her cheeks that were painfully familiar. 

				Then there were her eyes, storm clouds with flecks of darker grey near the pupils like pebbles in a crystal-clear lakebed. She would have thought her stunningly beautiful, if it were not for the madness emanating from her in dark, acrid tendrils. Arii had almost choked as her suspicions on the woman’s identity began to manifest.

				Arii’s sharp eyes had noticed a glint of something around the Fae woman’s neck – an amulet hooked on a chain of black links, seemingly fashioned from darkness itself, carved into a serpent devouring its own tail. As if sensing her gaze, the woman’s pale hand had lifted to clutch the trinket protectively, before hissing dismissively; “Kill her and make it quick. I do not wish to keep him waiting.”

				Her perusal had cost her. That was when Elijah’s elbow cut through her distracted defences and slammed into her nose, shocking her with a hideous crack.

				If Nem hadn’t blocked the charge of his sword and slammed him back with a burst of magic, Arii knew he would not have hesitated in delivering the killing blow.

				She had thrown all she had into their fight, and if not for Nem and Krepth’s well timed intervention, she would have been fatally bested. She was not foolish enough to believe it otherwise. The relentlessness that he had shown in their fight had left her previous training sessions with him in the dust. He’d been holding back before, and she’d always suspected it.

				Now, she knew it.

				There had been none of his previous hesitation this time.

				Pain still buzzed behind Arii’s nose now, which Elijah had so easily broken, and she was sure she had a fracture in her eyebrow somewhere, the blossom of pain thrumming behind her eyes and temples. Nem had almost fully healed her injuries before Arii had insisted that she stop, wanting some of the pain to remain as a punishment for not staying and fighting for him. She should have stayed and fought. 

				But she had let him go.

				She’d let them both go.

				She’d abandoned them with hardly a fight. Lorch remained in the acidic clutches of his hateful father, while Elijah had been left to a fate pulled by the strings of another.

				The thought stung like rope ripped from her grasp, a heated ache that left her feeling raw.

				She considered throwing herself over the edge of the ship and returning to Elijah several times on the way back to the spring palace. But somehow, a semblance of sense remained stubbornly fixed in the back of her mind. 

				Water stroked the sides of the boat, its rhythmic rocking doing nothing to sooth her turbulent insides. Rain pelted their cloaks in fat droplets, soaking through to the skin and making Arii’s mood darken to borderline rancid. In the distance the western island of Fythnar grew larger, a monolith littered with a rainbow of spring shades, visible even through the rainy mist.

				“Arii,” said Nem softly, appearing quietly beside her, eyes worried. “What happened?”

				“I’ll tell you what happened,” glowered Krepth, “Exactly what we thought would happen, plus a shitload more. King Pain-in-the-Arse golden boy showed up with a battalion of undead. He attempted to use Elijah’s adoptive mother as leverage in seizing him without a fight, but when he refused, the bastard killed her. I’ve never seen Elijah lose control like that…” the Shifter paused, leaning forward and staring down at his dirty hands, water pooling on his palms. “He annihilated the majority of Lorch’s battalion to literal bloody dust with hardly a thought...”

				Arii did not need to look to know her friend’s fingers and hands were speckled with the blood of their enemies.

				Nem’s worry marched along their life bond like a trail of ants, yet Arii could not find her voice. It had all happened so quickly.

				Elijah was no doubt on his way to the hands of the enemy… and they had chosen to run rather than stay and fight. Fight whoever possessed him. Fight until she got through to him. What she felt inside was nearing anxious torture, a feeling she had not felt since the eve of Elijah’s challenge in the Permafrost Arena.

				“I know this isn’t what you want to hear right now but leaving Elijah behind was the right thing to do,” began Nem.

				Arii raised her head slowly, rain droplets clinging to her lashes, voice portraying her inner numbness. “You’re right, I don’t want to hear that right now.”

				Krepth shook his head as he stood and made his way to the ferryman to fix up payment. 

				Nem raised her palms as she tried to placate her friend. “Contrary to your fear and anger about what happened, you know Elijah better than any of us. You know he will fight this with everything he has–”

				Arii’s voice was like a snap. “You don’t understand… Elijah is gone.”

				“Is he? Are you certain of that?”

				No, no she wasn’t. Not truly.

				Arii knew that she was stubborn, and so was her heart, it seemed. But despite what she witnessed – the way his face had been voided of all recognition – she felt something deep in her soul, a little ember that stoked whenever he was around. That little ember had not gone out, and she hoped beyond hope that it meant that the Elijah she loved was still inside the vessel that the mysterious woman occupied with tainted magic. There was no other explanation as to what was responsible, and that magic was powerful.

				She wrenched her gaze to the looming shoreline, hardly noticing that the rain had stopped and the clouds were drifting lazily away. By the time they alighted upon the shores of Ayrith, the sky was a sickeningly cheerful shade of blue – a complete and utter contrast to Arii’s feelings.

				Waiting for them on the docks was the reddish figure of a man with arms crossed over his chest and an expression that was anything but sunshine.

				Roarke Serling asked, “Prince Eliverus… where is he?”

				“Obviously not with us,” seethed Arii. 

				Nem gently – and a bit forcefully – led her past the soldier and towards the stone steps leading to the castle. Arii did not fight her.

				Kadec’s personal guard had probably been sent to gauge their condition before allowing them back to the castle. Behind her, Arii could hear Krepth suggesting they could offer an explanation once they were out of their sodden clothing and in the Prince’s meeting room with a stiff drink.

				The place was as lush as it had been when they first arrived here, dense clusters of tulips and roses rimming the cobblestone road, setting their route in pink, white and blue. Arii’s fingers unconsciously picked at the skin around her soiled fingers in a habit she still couldn’t seem to shake. Instead of causing a fuss – which on the inside Arii was itching to do – she remained pliant, following her best friend towards the tall castle doors.

				Inside though, she could feel a storm churning. 

				Hell hath no fury like an enraged assassin. And she was edging eagerly towards violence.

				However, the fire of anger fizzled to embers shortly after. As she entered the meeting chambers, one face in particular whipped towards her. Tikkani stormed forward, eyes glossy with unshed tears. 

				Her hand snapped across Arii’s cheek, leaving behind a stunning sting.

				The entire room fell silent, the murmurings of her friends dying away to watch as the young elf bristled.

				“How could you?” Tikkani said, voice wavering.

				Shocked, Arii pressed a hand to her cheek. Before she could speak, Tikkani continued, Quinn hovering behind her, as if thinking he may have to rip the elf from danger. 

				“How could you go and not tell us? You may be a Fae, Arii, but that doesn’t mean you are invincible. You can’t just go and risk your life without backup. We didn’t follow you halfway across Fythnar to just be left behind.” Tikkani swallowed, before whispering, “Not only are we your friends, but we are also your family.”

				Before Arii could respond, Tikkani embraced her in a fierce hug. “You scared us, Arii!”

				Arii’s eyelids fluttered closed as she returned the embrace. “I’m sorry, Tikkani.” 

				She was right. They were her family. It had been so long since she had such a thing, and she was severely unpractised.

				Tikkani leaned back, her face a mask of seriousness. Her golden eyes saw through Arii in that moment, saw through the defences she could no longer keep erected behind a wall of rage and fire. She couldn’t blame the elf’s anger; she would have felt the same if her friends had done something just as reckless. The elf gazed over Arii’s shoulder at the people behind her. Arii could see the dawning in Tikkani’s eyes at the absence of a particular tall, stone-solid presence.

				Tikkani held her at arm’s length, “Don’t worry, Elijah will get just as stern a talking to when we get him back.”

				Arii forced a weak smile, awkward but seemingly enough for the elf. They turned to join the group gathered at a long table, the dark-skinned Prince at the head. Prince Kadec kept his expression schooled, but Arii could see questions shining in his bright eyes.

				Questions she wasn’t sure she was prepared to answer yet.

				The Prince stood, placing his hands on the tabletop, the tail of his hair falling over his shoulder as he said, “Tell me what happened to Prince Herington.”

				

				

				
~~~


				

				

				Krepth

				

				Hummingbirds streaked upon the wisps of a spring breeze, the hum of their wings like bees in Krepth’s ears. They dipped in and out of the thatches of honeysuckle flowers adorning both sides of the balcony on which he stood. The Shifter’s eyes drifted over the radiant city of spring below, painted in a backdrop of blue sky and lazy white clouds that kissed the endless sea on the horizon. The air tasted of salt and smelled of roses, a picture-perfect day, yet within him rumbled storm clouds of disquiet. 

				He had been standing sentry to the meeting now taking place in the rooms behind him. He had to give the Prince of Spring credit – the man knew how to throw together a meeting just as well as a party. Despite short notice, the table in the centre of the room was piled high with fresh fruits and silver platters of vegetables in bite-sized pieces. There was bread and cheese, along with a huge golden-roasted boar and a steamed crayfish, shell glistening with melted butter.

				Though it all looked and smelled divine, Krepth couldn’t help but think it was over the top.

				So much effort and it remained untouched, betraying the sombre mood.

				Krepth entered the room, silently despite the marble floor. Like the animal his soul adopted, he moved like a prowling wolf, the tips of his cloak swishing at his heels. There was a shiver of tension in the air, a mixture of each of his friends’ worries. His gaze glided to the silver-haired female by the closest wall, for it was her feelings that he was attuned to the most, second to those of Arii. He had no siblings, but he and the violet-eyed female considered each other as such. 

				Her wounds were his, and he’d be damned before he’d allow anyone to hurt her, including the future king of Fythnar. Rage made his fingers itch, as if claws may just erupt from the tips, brought on by the memory of Arii being slammed almost to a pulp under the hands of the man who was meant to one day rule the realm.

				On the outside, Krepth remained the picture of composure he was known for.

				Nearby, Nemesis stood like a statue, but her eyes flickered with emotion.

				“We have to plan now for a new course of action to protect this land in the war to come, one that cannot solely rely on the return of its king. We must prepare ourselves for a battle that will now be heavily tilted in the enemies’ favour, now that we are without our strongest asset.” Kadec’s manner was wiped of any jest. 

				A tense silence followed, broken only by birds chirping merrily from beyond the wide-open doors of the balcony. Krepth eyed the others, gauging their reactions. Quinn rolled an apple from hand to hand along the table where he sat, mop of hair hanging over his earth-coloured eyes. His jaw was forward in an uncharacteristic display of unease, his eyes fixated on the rolling fruit. Nearby, Tikkani paced, worrying an index finger between her teeth, her gaze traveling between Arii and the Prince as the events of the past morning settled in. Her twin Emerson sat at the table, upturned eyes narrowed, his fiancé Luc hovering at his shoulder, sunlight dancing across the Shifter’s dark skin. 

				A few paces away stood the stranger, Nocturne, his bicoloured eyes skipping back and forth, expression assessing, his voice silent.

				Kadec turned to Arii. “If what you believe is true, and his abductor is his sister, then we need to learn more about who she is and what kind of magic she possesses. We also must prepare ourselves for the very likely possibility that we may see Eliverus on the opposite side of the battlefield.”

				Arii had divulged her thoughts to Krepth and Nem before the meeting, telling them her suspicions as to the wraith’s identity. Despite her obvious discomfort and anger, she had repeated the story to the room. 

				Hearing it a second time did not help to convince Krepth that the Herington princess was still alive, let alone on the side of the enemy. Krepth wasn’t wholly convinced about the woman’s identity, but he did believe Arii knew Elijah best, and if she spied tells that hinted at shared blood, then he would indulge her.

				Krepth did not need to look at Arii to know how Kadec’s words would strike, for he could sense the anger shivering from her in waves. He pre-empted her reaction fast enough to throw out a hand as she jolted from her seat, halting her mere inches from the Prince of the West.

				“That’s it? Are we to continue on as if Elijah never existed?” Her chin slanted, eyes narrowing at the barrier in the form of Krepth’s arm, which he was now very afraid of losing. Arii shoved the limb away, before slamming a fist upon the table and exclaiming, “We have to go and find him!”

				Kadec’s attention was unmoving as he stared her down – unflinching and wholly Fae in that moment. There was a stillness to his form that reminded Krepth of a snake – poised and prepared to strike. Despite his normally cheerful demeanour, he was a figure of authority right now. Serious and emotionless.

				Krepth could see a pinch in the corner of his mouth, though, betraying the unease the Prince felt. He was no more inclined than anyone else to go to war without Elijah. 

				“We’re out of time,” was Kadec’s reply, earning him a feral hiss from Arii.

				By the window, Nemesis shifted.

				Arii’s chair screeched back and toppled as she spun, anger getting the better of her. Nem met her in the middle of the room, predicting her movements through their life bond. Nem’s voice was low, but not low enough that Krepth could not hear. “We will find him, calm yourself.”

				The silver-haired Fae cast her heavy gaze on the Prince, her hands holding firm on Arii’s biceps as she quaked. Krepth felt the rage shift to his chest.

				“Arii and I will go in search of Elijah.” Nem announced.

				Before Krepth could interject, Kadec replied, “I cannot allow it.”

				“Why?” whispered Emerson nearby.

				If the elf’s speaking out of turn fazed him, Kadec did not let it show. If anything, the man’s moss-green eyes softened slightly, as if sensing the tension was becoming too much. “Ariiaya Trillia saw firsthand the wicked force that Valdis has amassed in Bonemire.” There was almost a pleading edge to his words as he graced his eyes on Arii once more. “You have a knowledge of the beings he has under his control that will prove invaluable to our armies. We need you here, training our troops, preparing them for the fight ahead. And that will most certainly extend to the armies of our Southern and Eastern brethren too.”

				Krepth hated to admit it, but Kadec had a point. Arii had an intimate knowledge of the creatures they were to face, and knowledge like that was invaluable in the war to come.

				But he could also admit that one of their biggest advantages had been the power Elijah wielded. Krepth had once despised the man, believing him partly responsible for the steady decline of their land, and for the abduction of Krepth’s mother. But, after a time, he had come to respect him. Was that because of how many times he had saved their asses? Perhaps. But he had come to realise that it was ultimately because of how he treated Arii. Not much escaped Krepth’s notice. He saw the way Elijah looked at Ariiaya, like she was a spring to a man lost in a blistering hot desert. There was some hesitation there, too, a healthy amount of respect, like he was watching a wild animal. Krepth noticed how Arii changed when she thought no one was looking, too. There was depth to her violet eyes that had always been there, but devoid of any kind of light. Now, those depths were filled with fire and stars.

				She loved him.

				Krepth could not remain angry any longer. He wanted to find his mother, rescue her, and that desire was greater than any other. But he knew that she would not want him to blame others for her fate, nor retain anger in his heart. She would want him to act, and that was what he planned to do. He would have already, but the Shifter was not stupid – he had no chance finding her on his own. He needed his friends.

				He needed Elijah back, just as much as everyone else.

				“Your affection… your loyalty to Eliverus is admirable, Ariiaya.” Kadec sighed, passing his palm over the smooth wood of the dark mahogany table, as if using it to ground himself in the moment. He traced his gaze along them all, before dropping his attention to his hands. Krepth spied lines upon his dark skin which had not been obvious before, scars perhaps. Before he could wonder on them further, Kadec’s hands turned into fists and he said, “I can see how much you all care for him. I too hope that he is not beyond saving, but we do not have time to hunt him down.”

				Nearby, Nocturne cleared his throat and approached the table, straightening his already perfectly pressed lapels. The stranger from another realm had helped them previously, but Krepth still didn’t fully trust him, or his abilities. That magic was new, foreign, mysterious, and like a dog set in its ways, Krepth found himself adverse to accepting that, too.

				“Let me escort Miss Trillia to the library. I’m sure being surrounded by the soothing vanilla and oak tang of old books and the sombre flicker of the candelabras, she will find some solace from her anger,” Noct said.

				At Arii’s pointed stare, he added, “Women love books, right?”

				A hint of violence ticked at the corner of Arii’s eye.

				Krepth kept the laugh creeping up his throat firmly caged behind his lips.

				“That guy clearly has a death wish, and for his final breath to be in a library,” whispered Quinn, causing Krepth’s lips to tip up instead. The young Shifter had remained unusually quiet up until that point, and his elven partner, Tikkani, remained even quieter. Their friends had felt disappointed in being left behind when they’d gone to back up Elijah, but Krepth was thankful that they hadn’t been there. He’d gotten used to their company.

				Kadec nodded in answer to Noct, who glanced warily at Arii, as if viewing a lioness let loose from its cage. 

				Krepth couldn’t hold back his grin anymore. 

				Good luck, mate.

				The Prince continued. “I do not make this decision for any other reason than for the good of Fythnar. Ferrys to the mainland will be temporarily put on hold, until preparations are complete – or we receive word from Freya and the twin Princes that their forces are ready to move upon Viridya.”

				Did he seriously mean to strand them here? Keep them against their will, like prisoners?

				Krepth’s eyes focused on the back of Arii’s head, observing the rigid set of her shoulders.

				She would not remain here, he knew that.

				Everyone knew that.

				Question was, how much fury would she unleash upon Kadec’s guards on her way out?

				“Will Freya even come? Elijah was apprehended before he could complete the final trial.” Nemesis said, obviously trying to deflect the topic, her voice tight. Their gazes met briefly, and his heart twinged when she was first to glance away. 

				Kadec’s tone held no waver as he replied, “She will come.”

				The incessant chirping of birds filled the tense space again, their shrill cries almost becoming too much before Arii slowly turned, her eyes narrowed to slits. Her lips trembled back from her teeth, and just when Krepth thought she would spew fire, the Fae female simply said; “Fine, I’ll train your troops, and I’ll tell you everything I know about what I saw in Bonemire.” She levelled a look at Noct and added, “and I will go to the library, after I scrub the blood from my hair.”

				Krepth blew out a breath, and he swore the others did too.

				“Thank you, Ariiaya,” responded Kadec, the lines either side of his eyes softening with relief as he turned to speak with his commander. Whatever he had to say to the man in silver armour was lost upon Krepth’s ears, his sole focus cast upon Arii as she stalked from the room.

				Kadec dismissed the meeting a few moments later, exiting the room with his guards, leaving their little band of motley travellers with the untouched spread of food.

				What a waste.

				Nemesis threw Krepth a brief look, one which he replied with a small nod, before she too slipped from the room. Things were… strange between them, but when it came to their friend, all tension had to be pressed aside.

				“Should we follow them?” whispered Tikkani, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth, approaching Krepth, closely followed by Quinn, Emerson and Luc. 

				“What Arii needs is a hot shower and a few moments alone to gather her thoughts. She isn’t used to a support network, nor accepting comfort from one, but that does not mean she doesn’t need it.” Krepth blew a strand of raven black hair from his eyes, seeing the worried looks on his friends’ faces. He forced a confident smile – one which he did not feel quite reached his eyes. “Give her some space. When she’s ready, we will dredge up a plan to find Elijah. I know we all agree that Ariiaya can’t do this alone.”
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​Chapter Two

				
Elijah


				He was fire, he was fury, and he was chaos.

				Elijah’s insides were a tornado of fury and grief that he could not control. It was as if he were within a lucid dream, the sides of his vision blurring, sounds muted to a droning hum. His heart was shards of glass within his chest, flashes of memory assaulting his mind from all sides.

				Lorch’s emotionless, bottomless blue eyes as he gave the order for Elijah’s mother Colleen’s execution.

				Arii’s scream of rage and fear.

				Colleen beheaded and dead on the forest floor.

				His magic obliterating lives as if they were nothing.

				Blood, so much blood.

				Prince Kadec’s cryptic warning, “Those who are most likely to betray you will wear a face you know.”

				Then his sister’s storm-cloud eyes piercing the haze as she loomed above him, her face ghostly-pale as she slowly smiled, showing a flash of fangs.

				“Hello, brother.”

				Something in the strangeness yet familiarity of her voice had him shocked long enough for the wicked talons of her telekinesis to take hold, grasping his brain in an unforgiving vice. 

				Then his movements were no longer his own.

				He moved as if something else controlled him, what thoughts he had failing to meet his limbs, which came down upon Ariiaya without a hint of hesitation – and he begged it to end, but his cries fell upon deaf ears. Elijah was pressed against a thin pane of glass, seeing his body’s intent but unable to stop it. Tears threatened his vision as he slammed his fists against the barrier that had pushed him back to a spectator behind his eyes, the slap of his palms and the blaring of his cries echoing uselessly. Steel swung through the air, intent on slicing skin and breaking bone – but his magic could not rise beyond a shiver of static. 

				His body was like a marionette guided by poisoned strings of a master puppeteer, one who had claws in his conscious mind, digging in so deep that darkness threatened to pull him into unconsciousness.

				He saw the desperation, the pleading in Arii’s eyes as his body continued to attack.

				Stop.

				He could see her mouth repeating his name over and over, even as his sword came within inches of her face as she skidded back.

				Stop!

				Still his weapon flew, tearing cloth and parting flesh. He did not feel the speckles of blood that hit the exposed skin of his arms, could not feel the rain as it began to fall in a fine mist from above. He could hardly hear the ominous boom of thunder in the distance, in time with his own raging heart.

				He was going to kill her.

				And he could not stop.

				He was not in control of his actions any longer.

				She was.

				His sister.

				Her laugh enveloped him, pressing away all other sound, snaking across his skin and making him shiver. Within the slowly receding consciousness of his mind, hands grasped his shoulders, and with a final cry, Elijah was wrenched back into darkness.

				

				It had taken some time for him to awaken, for the black cloud to lift, and when he did, Elijah was faced with stale, tense air. Before him stood a figure. He spied black, thick heeled boots, before trailing his sight up to the wearer’s once-familiar face. How could it be that his dead sister stood but a few feet from him now? She was not as he remembered her, of course, for the last time he saw her she was just a child – as was he. Her eyes, once wide and curious, were now narrowed and glazed in a pale face of devastating beauty. 

				Weight pinched at his wrists, causing his gaze to shoot down to his arms.

				Shackles.

				Elijah lifted his head, anger rising like hot lava as he jerked against his bonds. “What have you done? Where am I?”

				Ghila’s eyes narrowed, her lips hitching in a sly smirk. “Do you not remember your old childhood bedroom, Eliverus? Or… shall I call you Elijah now?”

				Bedroom?

				Elijah cast his gaze around the room. He had not even noticed the transition from black mist to a dull version of a medium-sized, lavish room back in castle Viridya. It was not any room he had been in recently, but it was far more luxurious than any he had lodged in during recent memory. A bed took up main residence of the space, dressed in linens of royal blue and silver, the frame carved from deep, rich oak. A nearby fireplace cast golden light across two short bookcases topped with hand carved toys and an array of books. A chest of drawers was set beside a cleared sitting area by the window. The small table and chairs were pushed aside to accommodate an easel, propped before windows draped with thick black curtains stitched with silver filigree. Beyond the windows, Elijah could see a pitch-black night speckled with stars. This place had been a cosy sanctuary once upon a time, a place where he could escape to paint and read.

				He swallowed, hard.

				This was his bedroom, exactly as he last saw it twenty years ago.

				His voice was shaky as he whispered, “How?”

				The air reverberated, and suddenly his sister crouched before him, her head cocking to the side like an owl inspecting a mouse. The action was more birdlike than Fae, her gaze assessing yet fleeting, as though she could not hold her attention long enough to make direct contact with his eyes. She followed his gaze to the easel, then drew back to him with a little huff. “I always wondered why you chose the smallest room. You had second choice after Brohem, and you could have chosen a far bigger one.” A brief pause. “But you settled for perhaps the smallest and simplest.”

				At his silence, she finally met his eyes, flashing a glint of canines as she grinned, rising to her feet, arms crossing her chest, “How is it that we are here, you ask? Well, let us say that it is you who chose to place your conscious mind in this place. Most people retreat to a memory of comfort and familiarity when their mind is taken over. You fought relatively well, but it was for naught.” Clucking her tongue, she turned to move a few steps away, before adding, “Pity, I expected more of a fight.”

				Elijah blanched, the shackles pinching his wrists. “What?”

				“Good Goddess brother, I would have thought after so long you would have learned a far better vocabulary than simply what.”

				“How is this possible? I thought you were… dead.” Try as he might, Elijah could not mask the hitch of awe mixed with grief that sullied his tone, made his words wobble. So much had happened over the span of the last few months, and of all challenges that could possibly have risen during his journey, this was the most unexpected.

				She was before him again in a snap, her fingers grasping his chin, long, uneven nails digging into his skin like claws. Ghila’s top lip hitched, and he saw shadows dancing in the depths of her grey eyes, her voice a low hiss. Her words pierced deep into his heart as she enunciated them slowly, evenly, hauntingly. 

				“I was never dead.”

				Before he could speak again, she tore away before spinning back to face him, teeth bared like a threatened animal. “I hoped and prayed that you would come find me, but instead you remained with them. All warm and fed in the castle where our family’s blood had once painted the golden walls.” Her eyes rolled, and her lips snapped shut as her head cocked – as if listening to a voice no one else could hear. “They were right… always right…”

				Pain flared in Elijah’s chest as he watched her. He didn’t have to look long to notice that his sister had changed; none of the kind and gentle person he once knew remained. Familiar yet completely different. Ghila twitched a hand to her neck, fingers seeking something there.

				He reached for his magic, but the pool was behind a wall of mist, just visible yet unable to be touched.

				“I thought you were dead.” Elijah whispered, unable to bring forth anything else in that moment.

				“Liar!”

				He flinched at her sudden outburst, attention shooting to the amulet now clutched so tightly in her fist that her knuckles bleached white. As quickly as her anger had risen though, it was gone, the shadow passing so quickly from her grey eyes that Elijah was surprised she hadn’t suffered whiplash. With a resigned sigh and a skip, Ghila made her way towards the easel.

				Elijah had been too distracted to notice the drape of cloth over the canvas.

				She pinched a corner of the fabric, passing her thumb over it, and when she spoke, her tone held none of the fire from mere moments ago. Her voice was almost… different in a way that Elijah could not quite pinpoint, as if another person occupied her in that moment.

				“Lies, lies, all that surrounds us is lies like dust upon stagnant air. But I will be the one to wrench open the window, allowing the crows in. They peck and prod at the windows, wanting to feast.”

				Elijah suddenly tasted metal and sugar.

				Magic. Wrong, strange, different… yet familiar magic.

				Madness swirled in the air – within this dream… reality… whatever this was, and she was speaking in riddles. 

				With a yank, the cloth fell away, revealing an oval-shaped mirror framed with rusted gold.

				“Come closer, brother.”

				Slowly, he did. There wasn’t anywhere else to go. The bindings that chafed his wrists had faded on whisps of smoke, leaving his skin raw and bloody. The pain was quickly made an afterthought as he approached, for what he saw within the mirror pressed away all thoughts of the present.

				Instead of his mirror image peering back at him, he saw Ariiaya, her eyes wide and her lips moving soundlessly. She knelt on the blood-splattered earth, holding a blade across her front – which warred with one clenched in his own two hands. He was seeing a scene that involved himself and the woman he loved, watching like a spectator over his own shoulder, disjointed and strange.

				Helpless.

				Even though his thoughts were sluggish to rise, Elijah knew this was a reflection of the events that had just passed. When his body in the reflection thrust forward, elbow snapping and connecting with Arii’s nose, Elijah had had enough.

				“Stop! Stop it!”

				Ghila toyed with an uneven curl of raven hair, tucking it behind her pointed ear. “But watching your smart-mouthed little girlfriend get the arse-kicking she so deserves is just too good to pass up.”

				“What in the Gods’ name are you talking about?” His eyes darted back to the mirror, a wash of relief dousing him as the figures of Nemesis and Krepth appeared, grasping Arii’s arms, pulling her reluctant form away in retreat.

				Skimming a nail over the filigree border of the mirror, Ghila sighed and pressed a cheek to the cool metal, eyeing Elijah with a look teetering upon boredom. “I tried to get to you through her first. Her mind was far too easy to enter – like drifting straight through an open doorway. But remaining there was a challenge. She is by far the most stubborn thing I have ever encountered,” a small grin, “and the most pretty. But…” another long sigh, “attempting to mould her mind was like playing with hot clay straight from the earth. No matter the design, it would still be made of dirt.”

				At Elijah’s silence and expression, Ghila perked up, “She didn’t tell you, did she?”

				“She may have failed to mention it, but a lot was happening–”

				Ghila’s tone lifted, a singsong, almost childlike note entering her voice as she cut him off, “Naughty little bee, hogging the hive and withholding the honey!”

				The sudden change in her again struck Elijah as incredibly bizarre. It was almost as if multiple voices resided within the shell of her form. He was afraid, truly afraid to know what had happened to his little sister all those years ago. While he’d been raised by Colleen, she’d been elsewhere, and something told him that wherever that was had not been good.

				Pain entered Elijah’s heart at the thought of his adoptive mother, like a fissure sundering his heart. A dark cloud rested on his thoughts. What was the point of having so much power if he was unable to save those that meant the most to him? Rather than a blessing, he felt his magic was a curse, and had thought this far too often of late. 

				Now, he was stuck in his own mind with the sister he believed to have been dead.

				Her intentions were murky, and Elijah’s gut feeling was that those intentions were far from good.

				Though she had him in a vice, he did not wish to hurt her, no matter how desperate he was to return to his friends. To understand how to leave this place, without harming her, Elijah decided that fear and confusion would have to be pressed aside, and he would need to learn what made his estranged sister tick.

				If that involved dredging up demons, hers and his own, so be it.

				He eyed the scene in the mirror, the thinning forest and peeks of ocean view signalling that his body – and hers – were on the move. The forest had not thickened, nor could he spy the gravel roads that lead towards Viridya, leading him to believe they were heading southwest towards the ocean, and not the golden castle. Could it be that she wasn’t in league with Valdis?

				Ghila watched the moving picture, her expression rapt and eyes wide. Elijah swallowed in an attempt to clear his parched throat before speaking gently. 

				“Where are you taking me?”

				Her head snapped to the side, gaze locking with his, features lighting up with a smile while her laugh  hinted at madness. “They like to think they have me under control, but their foresight is not as it once was. They will do anything to retain what was theirs, weaving strings and deciding fates. But it will be me who delivers true justice.”

				The dull ache of a migraine bloomed behind his eyes as he tried to keep up with his sister’s mad ramblings. 

				“Ghila, please, let my mind go.” 

				He stepped forward, placing a tentative hand upon her shoulder. They both flinched, but not before he felt bones beneath her assassin’s leathers. She was slight, almost frail, smaller than the other female Fae, like Ariiaya or Nem.

				Then he almost gasped as her words registered. 

				Foresight. Strings. Fate.

				Ghila was taking him to the School of Fate.

				As far as he knew, one of the sisters, Klotho, was in league with Valdis, helping him fill his Nexus Crystals with magic, allowing him to wield bodies for his army of the dead. He wondered why Ghila did not just take him straight to Viridya – they weren’t far from the golden castle, merely a few hours’ ride. Would the sisters not just turn him over to Valdis anyway? Or why not just kill him? Eliminate the threat he posed to Lorch’s reign?

				Elijah’s mind was a tornado of thought, but over the riot he heard Ghila utter, “Like a good little bird, I will return to my nest. Soon, but not yet. My talons need sharpening, and then we will see if Gods can fall.”

				Did she mean to… take down the Sisters of Fate? But why?

				“You can stop this before you make a big mistake,” he protested, eying the liquid shake of the mirror over Ghila’s shoulder. She quirked her head to one side, smiling at him with childlike delight. 

				“Mistake?” She chuckled deeply, fingering the gilded frame of the mirror again. “The only mistake is that they did not cast away my bonds sooner. A mistake is expecting loyalty when none was given at the start.”

				Suddenly the image in the mirror changed, and Elijah spied mountains, the terrain flattening out to sparse trees and dirt. The Dragon’s Teeth Mountains loomed in the background like monoliths, their peaks so high that low-lying clouds shielded their tips. He’d missed the moment that Ghila had altered their course, a split-second decision to start heading north. Confusion made him lean closer, close enough that he could hear the little, shallow breaths of his sister. Before he could voice that confusion, Ghila spoke, her voice far breathier than before.

				 “One does not challenge fate with blunt blades. As I said before, this little birdie’s talons need sharpening, and you – my dear brother – will be my whetstone.”

				She was buying time, with no clear destination in mind. Frustration rose quickly within him, and Elijah stepped back from the mirror. “Why not just kill me, Ghila? Or better yet, talk to me.” He blew out a breath, closing his eyes and willing his anger to lessen. He prided himself in his ability to quickly stem his anger and remain level-headed, but that was proving extremely difficult when they were inside his head. He tried again, eyes drifting open, fists loosening at his sides. “Please, tell me what you went through. Maybe then I can help you.”

				“Help me?” Ghila frowned, squinting as if the words made no sense to her. Elijah allowed for silence, watching the cogs turn in her expression as she thought over his words. Then, her smile was back, spreading widely across her beautiful face until he could see her fangs. When she began to laugh, Elijah felt his earlier headache stretch behind his eyes. 

				She was mad.

				“The only thing that helps us now is to sate the thirst that drives us. We do not need saving, what we need is revenge.”

				There it was again. His sister spoke as if she were not alone within her own skin. He had noticed it a few times within the short space since his abduction, and it further spiked his need to find out what had happened to her, and in turn, how to escape this nightmare.

				“Revenge? Upon whom?” Elijah tested, the hair on the nape of his neck rising in trepidation.

				Ghila tipped her chin up, eyes shimmering in the firelight. “There are many, but let us start with one… upon you, my dear brother.”

				She spat the word like a viper spitting acid. 

				Revenge. Upon him.

				She answered his unspoken question with a small chuckle, “You left us to die, now we rise.”

				The kind of madness he saw festering within her was unlike anything he’d ever seen, not even the madmen apprehended in the castle dungeons had showed such lunacy, and Elijah was sure he had seen his fair share of oddities during his time as the king’s bodyguard. While interrogating prisoners, Elijah found that showing compassion, even just a grain of it, would sometimes yield results without violence. But the quickest and more sure-fire way to get the information you needed was with brutality.

				Brutality – wrenching the truth from someone’s mouth whether they were innocent or not. Elijah was no stranger to brutality, but he wouldn’t hurt her; he wouldn’t hurt his sister. He couldn’t.

				As if his thoughts sparked something alight, the nearby mirror began to waver and ripple, the dark glass warping slowly into a scene. His sister made a sound of delight, swirling on the tips of her toes until she was by his side, fingers digging deep into his arm as she clutched at him. “Oh, oh how exciting! Can you see that? I thought I would need to do a little digging to dredge up your memories, but look!”

				Elijah felt sick as the mirror reflected the insides of a dark and dirty dungeon, the scene and his sister’s words curdling in his stomach like spoiled milk. Ghila quickly let him go, and he heard her make a slight sound of distaste, as if the brief contact made her uncomfortable.

				Thoughts of that quickly dissipated though, because his attention was solely fixated on the scene revealed in the mirror. 

				Elijah stared, for what he saw haunted his nightmares regularly.

				Moonlight sheared through the bars of a dungeon window, casting silver light over Elijah’s black boots. At his feet knelt a boy, not much older than sixteen, his arms behind his back, hair hanging in wet strands over his forehead. His shoulders shook, breath heaving from his parted lips as a line of blood dripped from his nose to the stone floor.

				Though he was watching the scene as if from the outside, he vividly remembered the terrible smell that clung to such a depressing place. Mildew from the damp, soil from countless boots trudged through, shit from the dungeon’s residents, and copper from the blood of those held and tortured here.

				The Elijah in the mirror readied his fist, cracking his knuckles before striking, connecting with the boy’s face and throwing him to the floor with such force that the boy’s teeth clacked together. His voice echoed about the tiny room, low and dangerous, his face concealed in the darkness of his hood. 

				“Speak. Who hired you? Who hired you to poison the King?”

				No. Not this memory.

				He did not need to glance at his sister to know that she was grinning.

				The boy spat on the floor, groaning pathetically. “I didn’t know it was poison! Honest to the Goddess! Please, please listen. Please don’t kill me!”

				Elijah flexed his fingers as someone stepped from the shadows behind. Valdis stalked into a patch of moonlight; his copper hair tipped quicksilver as the light tore across his scarred face.

				“You have been in service to the King as a squire since you could talk. Years of service, years of care under our good graces with a warm bed and food in your belly, and this is how you repay us?” Valdis growled, yanking a knife from his belt as he paused behind the boy, eying him as if he were a sewer rat.   

				Elijah knew this boy, and he had indeed served the Kruel family for years, faithfully. Why he would attempt to poison the King was beyond him, but it seemed extremely out of character. Something in his gut said that the boy told the truth, he had simply been the unknowing carrier of a fate orchestrated by another, not a collaborator. 

				“I didn’t do it knowingly. Please…” the boy wailed, voice simmering to a pathetic whisper.

				Elijah studied the spots of blood upon his fist as Valdis shifted, the tips of his boots entering his peripheral vision from under his hood. The man handed over a dagger, grip first, blade forged of pure gold. 

				“There have been whispers… whispers of a resistance, here, in our own city.”

				Elijah palmed the knife, watching the moonlight glint off its blade. A resistance. Elijah had heard the whispers, too. With every monarchy, there would always be those who would challenge their rule. It was impossible to please everybody in life, he knew that, but there were still those loyal to the late king and queen – those who did not fear magic but wished to see its return. The Elijah in the memory was not the same as the one peering into the mirror now – for his past self had feared what he knew of the history of the Fae. He had believed they were tyrants with too much power, trusting the stories told to him.

				Now, though, Elijah was much better educated. Yes, there were things in the past that he knew had been terrible, Fae with no respect for the humans who lived with and served them. It only made him want to do better, be better than those before him.

				“End this, Wolfe. The boy is proving useless to us. The poison’s origins are being narrowed down by our best team of apothecaries.”

				Elijah’s stomach knotted painfully, yet on the outside he remained as still as stone.

				This was just a boy… he couldn’t have knowingly tried to kill the King.

				No mercy would be given, Elijah knew that. To let the boy go free, after the spectacle at the King’s birthday in front of a throne room full of courtiers, would set a bad example.

				Perhaps if Valdis were to leave the room, he could speak with the boy, try the tact of compassion rather than using his fists – as he knew was more Valdis’ style. Perhaps he could throw the boy in the back of a carriage headed to Trader’s Bay with a fistful of coins and make him board the next ship, never to return.

				Valdis hovered by the cell door, his presence a heaviness at Elijah’s back.

				He would not depart until life blood was shed.

				A threat upon the King equalled a threat upon Fythnar, and no matter how Elijah felt, his duty first and foremost was to Lorch. He knew that.

				So, his words were an utterance, devoid of emotion, a whisper of white smoke in the chilly cell air.

				“As you wish.”

				Beyond the mirror, Elijah fell to his knees, his heart cracking to the sounds of the boy’s bleating cries for mercy as they reverberated around the room. Within him he cried for mercy too, the pain in his head spearing to his heart.

				And he suffered, like he did most nights, within the nightmare of his past. He suffered for what felt like hours – when it had been mere minutes.

				Until those cries abruptly stopped.

				His sister’s words echoed around him, like the wings of a hovering crow.

				“The only thing that helps us now is to sate the thirst that drives us.”

				Elijah heaved, expelling bile onto the dream’s marble floor.

				“We do not need saving, what we need is revenge.”

				Ghila’s smiling voice cut the air like a blade as she whispered, “Time to quench the thirst.”
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​Chapter Three

				
Sybell


				The air smelled of sea and sulphur as waves boomed through the old castle like crashes of thunder. Sybell wondered if she would ever get used to the sound, the smells, the glares of suspicious eyes as she prepared for another day of unbiased arse-kicking by fate.

				Her mouth pressed in a line, she twined a length of cloth around her knuckles as her reluctant mentor entered the courtyard. A Fae woman with auburn blonde hair cut almost to her skull on one side of her head while the rest swept over the opposite shoulder to curtain half of her austere face. Sybell spied tattoos on her skin, thick yet elegant patterns curling up from her collarbone to fade into her clipped hairline. Southern, most definitely southern – if the thick accent that turned her speech into a snarl was any indication. 

				Sybell had to decipher the orders she barked most of the time, and she was pretty sure the woman liked her no better now that when she had entered the school’s walls a week ago. Sybell still did not know her name, for the woman had not deemed her worthy enough of that gift. Her face was cast in a permanent frown as the salt air wavered her locks, which somehow remained perfect even as they circled one another. Despite the woman’s harsh exterior, Sybell saw a rugged beauty there.

				One she could appreciate if her arse wasn’t handed to her every time they met in the ring.

				And Gods, the Fury did not hold back.

				Sybell being human did not protect her from the Fae’s unnatural strength, nor did it earn her leniency in any area of her vigorous ‘training’.

				In the week which had followed her self-forced enlistment to the school of assassins, Sybell had felt her agitation growing like a weed. She had learned nothing but the sting of a backhand and the hurt of uninterested, belittling glares. None of the women took her seriously, nor did they see her worthy of proper assassin training. The only thing she had learned so far was to cover her fists in cloth, lest her skin split and open every time she managed to strike target.

				A slight commotion nearby drew Sybell’s attention as a small group of females garbed in travelling leathers mounted their horses. They weren’t the first party to leave the castle in the last few days, and she wondered if they were another group charged with finding Ariiaya and Elijah, or if they were on their way to Viridya to join with Valdis’ forces, although the groups returned every time. The last time they had come back with a limp body bundled in a cloak, bright red hair peeking from the wrappings. She pieced together that Devina had not returned and drew the conclusion that the woman had been slain. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it, the woman wasn’t pleasant. She didn’t believe she deserved death though. 

				Curiosity continued to eat at her insides, a burning desire for further knowledge growing all the hotter in her veins. She had not seen her brother in weeks, and she often found herself wondering if he still lived.

				Gods, she hoped he still lived.

				Sibling spats aside, she missed his lopsided smile and blithe attitude.

				Her stomach knotted with those thoughts, but they did not plague her for long. Sybell was jolted violently from her reverie with the deliverance of a fist to the side of her face, throwing her to the mossy cobblestones. Pain rocketed through her skull, singing to the extra pains in her hands and knees as they connected with the floor.

				“Focus, dunga. You ‘ave the concentration of a skraag beetle!” called her mentor, shaking out her hand and baring her teeth.

				Sybell leapt to her feet, not caring that the term spoken in the woman’s native tongue was most likely an insult. She jerked her stinging chin in the direction of the group. “Where are they going?”

				“Not for you to know,” the woman retorted, throwing another fist.

				Sybell only just managed to duck, planting her feet and throwing up her arms to block the next barrage of strikes. Her weak forearms screamed in pain, but she held. Barely. 

				“I have knowledge! Use me, I could help,” she cried, calling upon the small amount of combat knowledge that she possessed from her short time with Ariiaya, sliding a foot to the left and swiftly unsheathing her training sword. Sybell struck, stabbing the dull weapon at the woman’s guts.

				Her opponent spun; the movement oddly elegant in comparison to her gruff demeanour.

				Frustration winded Sybell, causing her anger to rise. Anger was good, though, for it dredged energy from what little, untrained stores she had. She grabbed hold and yanked upon it with all her might.

				Her mentor barked a laugh, canines flashing in the dull light. “Help? What could a princess possibly do to help?”

				Her condescension brought forth a cry from Sybell’s lips as she swung her sword. Their training sessions sometimes drew a few onlookers, mostly Fury assassins hoping for some light entertainment. But most days, between breaking fast and the afternoon, she could feel the eyes of her mother nearby, halting to observe with sadness and worry. Her golden locks were pulled into a messy bun on her head, her skin appearing washed out against her plain white robes. She seemed thinner… the worry over her son affecting her physically. Instead of casting them out, the Sisters had agreed to take in Sybell’s mother and father, putting them to work in the kitchens and stables. 

				Sybell was relieved because she wasn’t sure she could have lasted this week without them nearby. Most of their interactions had been fleeting, but they were safe, and that was what mattered most to her. This was in no way an ideal life for them, she knew that. So, she vowed to make sure this arrangement was temporary, for herself and for them.

				She came here to learn how to fight, hold her own, and protect herself. The fact that the assassins still considered her a fragile little princess made her blood boil, but with it came a resolve to change their minds. She knew it wouldn’t happen within a week, and time was of the essence. Who knew how long Valdis would keep her brother alive?

				Lynnera’s stifled gasp tore Sybell’s attention for one split second, enough for her mentor to spin behind her, Sybell’s own training sword pressed heavily against her neck.

				“Yield,” drawled the woman, voice heavy with wariness and perhaps boredom.

				Sybell hissed through clenched teeth, her eyes locked on her mother, who stared back. “No.”

				“You are the most stubborn girl I have ever trained.” Suddenly Sybell’s breathing eased, and she sucked in a breath as the Fury added, “That is good.”

				Sybell swiped the back of her hand over her lips, wincing at the sting there. Hmm, that was certainly going to turn into a fat lip shortly. “Your accent, it’s peculiar, can’t say I hear the like in these parts very often. Southern, am I correct?” 

				The Fury stood, arms across her chest, eyes narrowed. Sybell hadn’t even seen her return her weapon to the racks. Gods, she wasn’t sure she could ever get used to the unnatural swiftness of the Fae. 

				“Matters not, where we began, dunga. Focus on your training, and perhaps even you can alter your fate.”

				It wasn’t lost on Sybell how hypocritical they assassin’s words were. If history mattered not, then why did she keep calling her princess?

				And what in blazes was a dunga?

				Sybell shot to her feet, agitation sending her hands balling to fists at her sides. “Why do you keep calling me that?”

				“What?” The woman blinked as if suddenly perplexed.

				“That word! An insult, I have no doubt. Are you so childish that you can’t insult me in a way that I can understand?”

				Nearby, Lynnera pressed a palm to her forehead, uttering an exasperated curse. This wasn’t new, her mother often cursed when she thought no one was listening, almost silently chiding the universe for the daughter who threw all training of decorum out the castle window. She shuffled away, not wanting to witness the war of words, and possibly fists, that were about to erupt in the training circle.

				Others lingered, hoping for a fight. This place wasn’t short of excitement lately, with the looming threat of war; Sybell’s arrival; and now the news that the heir to the north had been taken captive by a Mind Wielder. Opinions were divided amongst those in the school, some unsure if the true heir would bring any semblance of hope or change to the continent, or if the immense power he wielded would just land them all in the same predicament as they were now. Shunned, looked upon like monsters, used as swords for hire, forfeiting their lives in service to fate.

				One thing they all could agree on was that Sybell shared blood with the fake boy king, and as far as anyone knew, the necromancer and usurper to the throne, too. That painted a huge target of acid hate on her back, a target she was determined would not cause her to falter in pursuit of her end goals.

				She had to prove herself, she knew that, but the woman before her was not making that easy. Sybell stormed towards her and felt a tiny pinprick of satisfaction when she saw her swallow. She jabbed a finger into the centre of the woman’s leather-bound chest. “Insult me like you truly mean it, southern-blood!”

				Up this close, Sybell could see a twitch forming on the corner of her mentor’s eye, her irises the colour of a lake frozen over with ice. Her cheekbones were prominent, housing her cool stare, a touch of colour rising to the surface of her pale skin. She had thicker lashes than Sybell had realised, and her lips were slightly pursed, fuller on the lower, in a scowl. They weren’t so dissimilar in height, although the Fae had an inch on her, to which the woman usually used to her full advantage. 

				But now, she remained still, unnaturally so, in that strange Fae way that Sybell was growing accustomed to. So, she adopted the same stillness, boots planted as the Fae’s cool stare slowly coasted over her face. There was a swift shimmer in her eyes, and Sybell did not need the instincts of a Fae to notice the very subtle change take over the woman.

				Slowly, she began to smile. Her lips stretched, on the border between smile and grimace, as if unused to doing so. Fangs hinted in her smile, and Sybell found herself staring at her mouth, their bodies closer than she initially intended. 

				“Dunga, it means ‘little lion’ or ‘cub’, whichever you call an infant feline born of strong blood but not yet proven themself a lioness grown.”

				Sybell bristled, taking a step away, all too aware of the fire that had spread to unmentionable areas at the low timbre of the woman’s voice and the intensity of her grey stare. Strong blood… a lioness cub, well, she wasn’t sure whether to still feel insulted, or rather lightly flattered.

				“Tora.”

				Sybell blinked dumbly.

				The Fae sighed, head tilting towards a new commotion nearby as she repeated, “Tora, ‘tis my name. That is all for today, little cub.”

				“Just Tora?” Sybell shot back, oddly moved by the gift of the surly woman’s name without a fight to get it. She wasn’t sure why she asked, but their brief closeness had perhaps piqued her interest in learning more.

				“Just Tora,” Tora replied, turning away.

				Tora.

				It suited her, and Sybell found that she was fine not knowing her surname, if she had one at all. Just Tora.

				Footsteps clapped on stone nearby, yanking Sybell’s attention. She moved to stand beside Tora, watching as three hooded figures escorted by leather-clad assassins passed beneath the portcullis to congregate in the bailey, where their training area was located. One by one they removed their hoods, red, white and black windswept hair dancing around incredibly beautiful faces. There was a weight on the air upon their entry, and Sybell found herself stiffening as three sets of otherworldly golden eyes landed upon her.

				Sybell couldn’t help it, she stepped forward, “Have you any news from Viridya?”

				Have you any news of my brother, she thought.

				An awkward silence stretched as the women accompanying the sisters gathered their small amount of traveling supplies. The one with red hair, Etropos, was the first to answer. “You are settling in nicely, princess,” she said, gesturing at the bruise purpling on Sybell’s cheek. Sybell touched her fingertips to her skin, wincing.

				“Matters of Viridya no longer concern you,” drawled the black-haired Fate, Klotho, her face set in a harsh glare. “You forfeited any involvement when you asked to be taken in as a Fury. Your sisters, this place, they are what matters most to you now.”

				Sybell seethed quietly. She was now coming to understand why Ariiaya had been so unattached, so emotionless. Their methods were archaic, unreasonable, blinding. Perhaps separating themselves from the other
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