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      Vanquished is high fantasy occurring during a war between nations. There is body horror, gore, and blood within these pages. This war shows escalating violence, and depicts a physical and mental battle with ideas of superior race; the action of genocide; imprisonment; physical and mental torture; death, murder, and execution; as well as the burning of people. There is also suicidal ideation, the showing and discussion of scars, PTSD, the grapple of grief and death of a loved one and parent, and mental health crises. If any of these subjects are triggering, please take care. Only you can judge what you are emotionally prepared to consume and your mental health is worth it. If this is not a topic you can handle right now, this book will always be here for when you are ready.
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        For those who cannot see the light:

        may you push forward to bathe in its brightness

        and know how important it is you remain.
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        Many of the names of places and people are influenced from Gaelic, Scandinavian, German, and English pronunciations but some variances from those languages of our world may defer to the world of Visennore.

      

      

      

      People

      Ailith: Ay-l-ith

      Caitriona: Kah-tree-nah

      Greer: Gh-rear

      Barden: Bar-den

      Isla: Eye-lah

      Kayl: K-ale

      Cearny: Kear-knee

      Róisín: Ro-sheen

      Ceenear: See-near

      Raum: R-ah-mm

      Niveem: Nive-ee-m

      Shad: Ch-add

      Malcolm: Mm-al-come

      Lachlan: Lack-lan

      Vanora: Vah-nore-ah

      

      Places

      Visennore: V-iss-en-nor

      Wimleigh: Whim-lee

      Braewick: Brr-aye-wick

      Ulla Syrmin: Ooo-la Sear-min

      Invarlwen: In-varl-when

      Mazgate: Mah-zz-gate

      Avorkaz: Ah-vore-kah-zz

      Beaslig: Bees-ll-ig

      Caermythlin: Care-myth-lynn

      Umberfend: Uhm-burr-fend

      Ätbënas: Hau-t-beh-nah-ss
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      Caitriona nearly pulled the door from its hinges before stumbling into Ceenear’s guest room, bringing with her a scent of desperation tinged with the honeyed taste of hope. A hand shot forward to grasp her arm and stopped her short from falling. She offered a half smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Paul, her guard, nodded and closed the door, letting her proceed forward.

      “Caitriona.”

      Her name was whispered, soft as feather fall, from her fae friend that looked on with wide eyes at a table centered in the room.

      “Paul retrieved me as quick as he—” Caitriona stared at the table, the clarity of what was before her struck so hard it took her breath away. Ceenear waved her forward while Raum gripped the table’s edge, his back bowed while he studied the familiar face constructed from the pebbles of Ceenear’s speaking stone. Caitriona moved like a creature pushing through tide waters, her eyes locked on the table and growing blind to anything else.

      She had been trying to cheer Crowley—the poor corvid wasn’t himself since Ailith and Fiana fell into the necklace—when Paul informed her the speaking stone was active. She left Crowley in her room cawing as if the bird knew there was a break in the silence. Two weeks, it was two weeks since Ailith and Fiana fell into the jewelry’s embrace. Two weeks since Lachlan said the necklace was likely Kayl’s holding cell, or something to transport the women far and away. A fortnight since Caitriona returned to Braewick and witnessed Barden’s death. Not once did she give up on Ailith. Until Ailith’s body was found, there was a chance she lived, and Caitriona clung to hope in all corners of the day and every recess of the night, cultivating it with utmost care so it could take root and grow into substance.

      Two weeks gone, now finally, her face and her name on Caitriona’s lips like a sigh of relief.

      “Ailith.”

      The culmination of the past days burst in Caitriona’s chest and she felt dizzy. Since Barden’s murder and the enemy found within the valley, Caitriona was locked in the castle. “For your safety,” Greer had said. Caitriona hated it. She wanted to return to the Elder Tree and leave a prayer for Ailith’s return and Barden’s loss.

      Instead, each night, with only Crowley to witness from his perch, she whispered Ailith’s name like a wish to stars, begging them to reunite the two. In her sleep, she wandered through dark and twisted woods in search of her. And in privacy, she wept over the final moments they shared on the outcrops of the valley: when Ailith did awful things due to the magic of the necklace’s dark influence. Ailith’s brown eyes had turned black as pitch, and the momentary recovery of Ailith’s mind after they pulled the necklace from her throat was so brief before she vanished that it felt like the universe was taunting Caitriona. The memory tasted bitter now. She gained Ailith back, but only briefly before the guard fell into Kayl’s pendant, along with Fiana.

      Now she spoke, alive, and her voice made Caitriona’s head spin.

      They assumed Ailith and Fiana were with Malcolm. Caitriona asked Greer to retrieve Ailith, but the queen, overwhelmed by grief, refused any movement. For a fortnight, Greer claimed she had to consider how to move forward now that Barden was dead. But Caitriona wanted to move forward as well. She wanted to fly to the fae kingdom with her dragon wings and find Ailith, and Fiana, too. For every day Greer mourned Barden, it was a day Caitriona could have brought Ailith and Fiana home.

      “We barely escaped.” While the stone accurately depicted the appearance of the sender, it couldn’t provide much detail beyond the general appearance. But Ailith’s disheveled hair was knotted and hanging in her face, and her voice weak. “We thought Umberfend Marsh was safer than taking roads.”

      “Ailith,” Caitriona repeated. She grasped the table’s edge as the strength in her knees disappeared and she sunk to the floor. “You’ve escaped?”

      “Cait?” The stone sighed, the image of Ailith’s brow wrinkled. “Cait, I need your help, you need to come.”

      Ceenear grasped Caitriona, her fingers pressing against the sheen of scales that left Caitriona’s shoulders with a permanent golden shimmer. The fae woman leaned forward and spoke softly, “Ailith and Fiana appeared in Invarlwen and were held captive by Malcolm and his followers. They escaped while being relocated to the dungeon. She and Fiana made it beyond the mist with the help of some fae.”

      “Have you seen Lumia at all?” Raum’s voice had a note of desperation in its tone and Caitriona’s heart clenched.

      Ailith’s sandy figure studied Raum for a moment, her face growing placid. “I’m sorry. I haven’t.”

      Caitriona’s breath stilled; a pit in her stomach growing heavy. With Invarlwen’s King Malcolm declaring war on Wimleigh Queendom, it wasn’t entirely odd that all Raum’s messages to Lumia went unanswered, but that didn’t remove the unease it brought. Even with the strength of the old crow witch, Isla, they were unable to reach the fae woman.

      The pebble form of Ailith looked over her shoulder at something they couldn’t see and the movement lodged Caitriona to the present.

      “Listen, you need to come, but it isn’t wise traveling with a large group. The men will spot you. I’m scared, Cait. I’m scared they’ll find us and kill us. We’re hiding in this broken little town in the swamp. Do you know where that is?”

      Raum and Ceenear looked at Caitriona. She nodded. “More or less. I’ve never been there but I’ve drawn it onto enough maps—it’s abandoned in the center of the marsh.”

      “We’re moving westward. We’ll meet you halfway, I hope. Please, please come. Be discreet. I don’t want them to find us, Cait. We’re injured and I don’t know how much more we can⁠—”

      Ailith gasped, then screamed. A blood-curdling scream that shoved Caitriona into a memory she wished she could leave in the past.

      The same scream that fell from Ailith’s throat when Caitriona rained fire upon everything with nonexistent control and broke apart Kayl’s home with her massive size. Her dragon was a creature of instinctual behavior back then, and it wanted to escape, so it breathed fire, but Ailith was in its path and was lost to the flame. And Caitriona, thrust into the arms of the curse she was placed under, was helpless and forced to endure Ailith’s scream of pain while her body betrayed her for the skies and fire and blood.

      Now, with Ailith’s scream still ringing loudly in her ears, the speaking stone lost its sandy quality. Ailith’s face vanished as the stone collapsed into a pile before gathering into its solid form.

      “We have to go,” Raum said. “We have to go to the marsh.”

      “We need to be wise about this,” Ceenear cut in, turning toward the princess and looking sincere as her dark hands slipped into Caitriona’s quivering grasp.

      “Ceenear, Raum’s right. We have to go. She said be discreet and I agree. If Malcolm’s scouts are in the marsh, they’re going to notice an army of guards moving through. It could be seen as a declaration of battle, and Greer’s in no way prepared for one.” Caitriona stepped back from the table as her hands freed from Ceenear’s. She wouldn’t admit it, but her stomach turned with unease. The last two weeks were free of attack or movements on Malcolm’s behalf, and Caitriona prayed that continued until Greer returned to a better mindset to handle the ebbs and flows of ruling a kingdom. She wasn’t there yet; losing Barden was too recent for her to have any semblance of normalcy. Caitriona wondered if she ever would.

      Raum grabbed the speaking stone and shoved it into his pocket. “How quickly can we get there? It’s barely morning.”

      Ceenear stepped between them, touching both of their shoulders. “We shouldn’t just abscond from the castle. We must plan this out. The scouts can be dangerous.”

      “They haven’t met dangerous,” Caitriona muttered as fire flickered within her belly. Flame came easily since she accepted her dragon-half. “Ailith’s hurt, Ceenear. We don’t even know what’s happened to Fiana. We need to go quickly. We can be there by late afternoon if we ride out immediately.

      “Paul? Can you call to get the horses ready? Don’t go into detail, just explain we’re riding out for the day.”

      “Caitriona,” Ceenear’s tone was draped with warning as Paul inched toward the door, ready to obey Caitriona’s request.

      Caitriona looked at her fae friend whose brow wrinkled with concern. It was a dumb plan, but the only one they had. If Caitriona went to Greer, she’d deny they go, and Caitriona didn’t want to put more weight on Greer’s shoulders. They would be smart about this trip. Even though they remained within Wimleigh Queendom, there was a risk for enemy arrival. “Would it help if we took Paul with us and another guard as well?”

      Ceenear pressed her lips together. “That’d be better. And leave a note too.” We can’t have the castle in a panic that you’ve disappeared.”

      It was clear she felt otherwise, but Caitriona wasn’t willing to surpass this opportunity. Flashing a reassuring smile, she turned toward Paul who waited at the door.

      “Call Coleene as well. She knows the marsh better than most.”
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        * * *

      

      Shortly after midday, they reached the remnants of Trasc, a town that stood before Caitriona’s birth and fell not long after. Trasc was a ghost of former dwellings now only serving as places for carrion birds to roost and marsh plants to take hold.

      Coleene, a royal guard most often serving within the castle walls, led the party forward with her hand grasping the hilt of her sword, recounting information about the marsh as she moved. “My mother and father were from here. They were courting when my grandparents moved my mother into Braewick City. My father’s family remained until they were one of the last inhabitants,” she explained. “When King Donal outlawed magic, this was the first town the decree fated to destruction. This is where guards were offered to the drowning dukes during funeral rights. Without the ability to properly give the bodies of our guards to the marsh with ceremony and worship of the dukes, or using gifts to defend ourselves from errant magic creatures, Trasc died out. The magic of the marsh choked it. The balance was off, and it was safer to move to the city. So over decades the town grew smaller, residents died or moved, until no one was left beside the structures we left behind.”

      “Are we safe here?” Raum asked. “Are the horses?”

      They left the horses an hour prior, when the waters of the marsh made it too hard for the horses to proceed. The horses were happy, left by a tree with long leads to graze on marsh grass with a protective circle Ceenear cast keeping them safe, and now the small party moved on foot.

      Coleene looked over her shoulder. “The horses are fine within the circle. Plus, most of the creatures here are less interested in animals. They thrive off humans, just like the dukes, and animals are a substitution meal.”

      “We should get out before sunset,” Raum murmured.

      The guard smiled. “You and Paul, certainly; the dukes tend to leave women alone. They’ll leave you alone, too, so long as you don’t touch the water.”

      Paul and Raum looked at one another and stepped closer to Caitriona and Ceenear.

      Caitriona frowned at the sun’s position. On foot, time passed fast yet their progress slowed as they cautiously followed old roads into the murky landscape’s depths. If they hurried and found Ailith and Fiana without much issue, they could get back to Braewick before the next morning, reserving their travel for most of the night hours. Dangerous, considering the dukes were active at night, but being found by Greer was a type of danger Caitriona wanted to avoid.

      She left a note addressed to her mother prior to riding out, knowing full well that her mother often visited Caitriona’s room—whether or not she was there—to ensure all was right and tidy.

      They slipped from the castle quickly that morning and Caitriona hoped her mother would handle the news of their venture well and delicately tell Greer. Whatever binding Greer used to focus under the weight and expectations as heir—now queen—severed when Barden died. She no longer slept, unless in fitful bursts and often in Caitriona’s bed. Hopefully that night Greer wouldn’t knock on her door. Hopefully, they’d return to the castle unscathed and successful.

      You can never be too safe when there’s a war afoot, she thought as she scanned her surroundings.

      Caitriona’s steady determination kept things afloat. She attended meetings and checked weapon-making progress. She attempted to understand old war logs and better equip herself in knowing what type of decisions she was expected to make. But the fact remained that prior to the curse, she was pushed away from royal information, made to be a ghost in her own home, and now it fell on top of her at such rapid speed she knew little of what to do.

      But this was her expectation as heir, and she reserved her own grief for quiet moments in solitude. It was there she wept for Barden, who was like a brother to her, as well as for Ailith and Fiana. But for the two women, there was always hope to finally have them back.

      “What else is here besides dukes?” Caitriona asked, looking at a broken signpost along the overgrown, ancient road they walked down.

      “Marrow maidens, caroling countesses, sometimes dryads, and occasional will-o-wisps,” Coleene ticked off. “Water creatures, mainly.”

      She drew to a stop and the others paused. Coleene was well-versed in the marshes not only due to her heritage, but because she buried her own husband within its waters. Dwayne, another royal guard, was the first killed by the Elder Tree sap-dipped arrows the fae archer launched at Greer’s party. His death was quicker than Barden’s, nearly instantaneous, and it was what Coleene said brought her the most comfort. She and her relatives returned to Trasc for the burial, rather than leaving him to the water’s edge closer to the valley as Caitriona and Greer did for Barden, and upon her return she continued working at the castle. She explained her return to duties was what her husband would want, particularly in this time of uncertainty. What was Caitriona to do but agree? She had no right to determine what a grieving person needed, even if she didn’t understand what brought comfort.

      Caitriona wasn’t sure bringing the guard to the marsh so shortly after her husband’s funeral was wise, but Coleene jumped at the opportunity. Now, however, there was a quiver to the guard’s lip as she studied a larger pond beside the destroyed town. The ground had fresh footprints pressed into the soft soil. Scattered amongst the reeds were bog berries and flowers that seemed to have just fallen. “This is where we carried my husband’s body.”

      “I’m sorry.” Caitriona placed her hand on Coleene’s shoulder. She straightened her back and swallowed.

      “It’s where I want to be placed when my time comes. Just so you know. Things can be unpredictable in war.”

      Caitriona nodded.

      Coleene straightened her ponytail, the silver streaks in her otherwise dark hair shone in the sunlight like a metallic pairing to Caitriona’s gold. She flashed a smile that didn’t reach her eyes and looked at the remnants of the town. “Let’s find Ailith, aye?”

      The few structures still standing had missing walls, ceilings or both. Water crept to their edges, lapping at the footing of crumbling foundation and empty doorways. The group moved silently as they checked each building, but there was no sight of Fiana or Ailith. All structures were hollow and void of life.

      “Are there other villages like this?” Raum stepped out of another building. “Other places they could’ve meant?”

      “The remnants of Trasc extend some way,” Coleene replied as she ducked her head into another open doorway and scanned the empty shadow of the home before stepping out. “So, it could be in any of the buildings, but this is the only village within the marsh. There’s others along the edges.”

      “No …” Caitriona shook her head and continued down the overgrown road. “Ailith indicated they were in the marsh itself, so I don’t think it’s any of those other towns.”

      As they moved, the buildings grew less while the marsh water expanded, and Caitriona’s hope turned into something different, like a twist in the gut and a flicker of concern heavy like lead. Could they be wrong? Perhaps the women were caught. The memory of Ailith’s scream, a sound too easy to bring to mind, echoed in Caitriona’s head. She closed her eyes and pressed her fingers to her temple.

      “Look,” Paul breathed. All turned their attention to the guard. His hand extended toward footsteps in the soft earth leading away from them. Two sets of footsteps that approached from the east and curved along pools of standing water toward a lonely building with a skinny swamp tree growing from its center.

      Their feet sunk into ankle-deep mud as they moved forward and exchanged looks. Paul and Coleene drew their blades and disappeared into the dim light of the broken building, the only sound their steps in the patchy water that gathered on the floorboards. They didn’t remain within for long before they appeared at the doorway.

      “It’s empty.” Coleene sighed as she and Paul exited with a sour expression on her face. Coleene shrugged and waved toward the building with an air of annoyance. “It’s just dust and water. Whoever walked in there must’ve climbed out a window and continued on.”

      Caitriona’s shoulders dropped. Raum rolled his head to one side and squeezed his eyes shut. But the air was odd, not only filled with the taste of disappointment, but electrified with danger. Caitriona turned on her heel, scanning the landscape and licking her lips when Coleene gasped and fell backward. A shard of ice skimmed along her temple, springing forth red crimson, and nearly struck her eye.

      From the shadow of marsh weeds, falling into the light with a gush of air and dust solidifying into flesh, five fae appeared. They spread outward; each gripped knives or pointed arrows at the group. Another dagger-like icicle shot forward from a sixth fae standing the furthest back. They kept their hands up as moist summer air glimmered and shifted into cold frost before hardening to ice. Caitriona rotated her wrist and spread her fingers, calling forth the flames that lived eternal in her core, and shocked the icicle as it came toward them. It shattered and hit as a spray of water.

      “They surrounded us!” Paul hissed, following Coleene to Catriona’s side. They drew their swords and lifted their shields, ready to protect the heir as if she were helpless.

      Caitriona grasped their shoulders and pulled them from further shards of ice with an animal-like cry. Icicles brushed over her skin but melted on impact, and didn’t leave a scratch. Dragons barely experienced the cold, and it seemed Caitriona adopted that ability from her dragon self.

      Raum and Ceenear’s blades flashed as they moved toward the rush of fae.

      “Backstabber, you betray your kind,” a fae with tan skin hissed as his sword greeted Raum’s.

      “You’ve sided with Malcolm?” Raum replied. His sword caught the sunlight and the ring of metal kissing metal rippled over the marsh. “You betray the very thing we strive for. We’re peaceful.” He blocked another wide swing from the man. “At least until Malcolm stole the crown.”

      Beyond, the form of a red-headed fae rippled; his body shimmered before winking from sight. The air vibrated where his body stood—shimmering magic Caitriona saw from another gift from her dragon self. A gift from a curse, Caitriona thought with dry humor, as she watched the vibration move toward Ceenear.

      Caitriona gathered fire into her hands, the flicker of heat made from her mind, and launched it forward in a stream similar to how she killed the shades that attacked Ailith years prior. But back then it was accidental; an uncontrolled blast of chaos and destruction that left her shaking and crying. Now she was conscious of the effort and directed the blaze to strike the invisible fae, snapping him back into view. He stumbled backward, the fire overwhelming him before he fell into the water. Turning slowly, Caitriona redirected the flames toward the ice-making fae, thrusting her backward and making her a smoking corpse.

      In the back of Caitriona’s mind, she panicked. She never killed someone before, but she couldn’t fall to pieces over this now. The fae wouldn’t hesitate to kill her if it was the other way around and there were others who had the same mindset.

      “Two down.” Caitriona’s voice quaked as she looked around with shaking hands. The fae who could vanish from sight still lay in the water unmoving.

      Raum and Coleene successfully dispatched another a few yards away—only three remained.

      “Don’t kill them all!” Caitriona shouted, rushing forward as Ceenear dragged her dagger across the throat of another. Two left. “We need to keep someone alive!”

      “Cait!”

      Like ice water poured down her spine, Ailith’s voice came suddenly amongst the fray and Caitriona’s body grew stiff. She spun on her heel, heart pressing against her ribs and ready to explode. Where is she?

      Ailith stumbled out of the marshy water. Her wet hair hung against her face as she lurched forward with an arm tight around her torso; her hand held fast to her side, partially obscured by her shirt as if holding back an injury. The sight felt like an icicle pricked Caitriona’s heart.

      “Ailith!” Caitriona’s feet slipped in the mud and her arms swung outward to catch herself.

      “Caitriona!”

      A part of Caitriona registered Ceenear yelling her name. She shouted over and over—“Caitriona, stop!”—but it was Ailith. There and whole and nearly in her arms, nearly with her.

      Ailith reached with one hand, ready to receive Caitriona’s embrace.

      “Ailith, finally!” Caitriona’s face was hot with her tears, her hands held outward to accept Ailith against her. Two weeks she was gone but now she was just out of reach.

      Ailith lurched backward as Caitriona’s hands hovered before her, the guard only feet away from the heir. A gasp escaped Ailith’s lips, her brown eyes grew wide and she blinked once, twice, before stumbling backwards on uncontrollable feet as an arrow protruded from between her eyes.

      Ailith MacCree collapsed into the water and Caitriona screamed.

      “Caitriona, it isn’t her!” Ceenear’s voice grew close. The fae woman came to Caitriona’s side, her braids swinging over her shoulder as she dropped her bow and caught Caitriona as her knees went out.

      “You shot her?” Caitriona bucked against the fae’s hold. Thrashing out of Ceenear’s grasp, she hurtled herself forward, her knees sinking into the wet ground as her hands clawed at the tall grass. Tears rushed down her cheeks as she attempted to reach Ailith who lay motionless in the water with the arrow still protruding like a deadly reed.

      Ceenear scrambled forward and grasped Caitriona’s arm, spinning her to hold Caitriona’s face and force her to stare into the depths of Ceenear’s gaze.

      “It. Isn’t. Her.”

      She let go of Caitriona and stood. Ceenear’s lips were flat and her dark eyes held waves of emotion despite her blank features. “See for yourself. It isn’t her. I didn’t kill Ailith. It was a trick.”

      She grabbed her bow and turned back to the group, walking away from Caitriona without another word.

      Shuddering, Caitriona turned to the water and climbed to her feet with legs that threatened to give out. Her stomach lodged into her throat as she splashed into the shallow pool, uncaring of drowning dukes or caroling countesses. Her ribcage shook as she sobbed. Her hands, covered in mud and bits of grass, took Ailith’s arm and pulled her close. But Ailith’s angular face didn’t appear; her brown, shoulder-length hair didn’t fan out in the water. Instead, it was a fae woman. Pale skin like moonlight, black hair as dark as Ceenear’s entwined with the reeds, and her thin lips parted with a final breath already passed as her unseeing eyes looked to the sky. The hand Caitriona clutched was limp with a large birthmark covering it.

      Caitriona dropped the woman’s hand and stumbled back. It wasn’t her. It wasn’t Ailith.

      But it was. For a moment it was and Caitriona wasn’t certain she would ever be able to recover from that horror.
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      “You're going to have to wake, Ailith MacCree.”

      “I am awake.” Ailith opened her eyes and stared at the tree limbs overhead. The leaves stirred in the summer breeze and sunlight was dappled through the foliage. “Just resting my eyes, per your request. You’re the one who said we needed a break, remember? You said I’ve been training too hard.”

      “This is different. Our break is over.”

      Ailith rolled to her side and curled her hand under her chin. She was on a rock ledge hanging over the pool the caroling countess had made her home in a few years prior. It was a perfect glade with a pond dotted in lily pads and bordered by cattails. But rather than finding a countess in the center of the water, it was Barden swimming in his pants while the rest of his clothing sat discarded on the shore beside most of Ailith’s. She already swam in the chilly waters before climbing onto the rock to doze in the butter-yellow sunlight. They practiced hours every day to train her left arm while her right healed from the burns she received when Caitriona was cursed, and it was Barden's idea to take a break and come to the pool, not hers. He said she needed the break, and he was right; she wasn’t about to give it up now.

      Yet the edge of her vision wrinkled, and Barden gave her such an intense look she couldn’t ignore him anymore. Ailith felt flush with nerves by his look and discomfort leaked through her body. “You're being strange. Did I say something wrong? Sometimes I say things without realizing how they sound.”

      He tread water and didn’t immediately reply. Looking down at him, his auburn hair darkened by the pond, his blue eyes shone bright, and he looked as much a part of the water as a creature born from it. But his face was stern in a way Ailith learned meant he wanted to be understood. Rolling fully onto her belly and placing both hands under her chin, she was all ears.

      “The only reason I’m here right now is because it’s daytime. I can drift amongst the reeds, I can hear beyond the mist, and I don’t believe there’s much time.”

      Ailith pushed upward to rest on her knees. Placing her hands on her hips, she scowled down at the elder guard.

      He laid back to float as he looked at the sky. His naked chest sparkled with water and his hair fanned out around his head. “You know, despite the watch towers on the edge of the valley, magic’s a fluid thing that can slip in and out. Look at the caroling countess who was caught here. There was that cockatrice a few years ago, too. You and Caitriona even got out of the valley without being seen. We tried our best to prevent anyone from sneaking in, but we had it wrong, because the tower guards were ultimately looking for people, not creatures or magic which can go unseen. But perhaps there's another way in. Maybe magic can just do that, slip in and be everywhere. It's funny; danger can come from tooth and claw, or magic or arrow.”

      “Have you been drinking? Liquor isn’t on your breath. Did you bring some with you? Will you share?” Ailith twisted, looking amongst the brush and bushes by Barden's discarded boots and shirt. With Barden, things were easy. Ailith could joke and ask questions. She could drop the mask and be herself without ridicule. Barden never seemed upset by her tone or need to understand the specifics of a situation. He never judged her. The only other person she was this relaxed with was Caitriona. “You have a beautiful brain,” Barden often commented and Ailith knew he meant it. She adored their relationship more than she was capable of admitting, but this was strange, and it made her nervous. He didn’t speak in riddles like this. He didn’t try to purposefully confuse her. It made her check herself, her behavior, and worry bloomed in her chest that she offended him.

      “Ailith, listen to me.”

      “Shit!” Ailith hissed as she turned to find Barden standing beside her on the rock with dry clothes already on his dry body. He squatted in front of her, inches away, and met her eye-to-eye. Ailith’s breathing was heavy, her chest rising and falling from the scare, and she jumped when Barden reached for her right hand. She tensed, expecting discomfort from the burns on her arm, but found none. Her arm was smooth, the burns gone. A dream. This was a dream.

      Her stomach dropped as understanding rushed over her and twinged her nerves. This was a dream of the day they spent together at the pool, and yet it was twisting into something else. Unease filled her like rapidly rising water crawling up her throat and threatening to fill her mouth. This was a favorite memory she had with Barden, and she didn’t want a dream to discolor it with discomfort and the sense of something else.

      “What?” Ailith whispered, looking back at Barden. “What do you have to say?”

      “Use your smarts. You'll figure this out. Trust yourself and your gut. But you need to act quickly, alright?” He dropped her hand and stood at his full height as his attention turned to the tree line. “I better not see you until you're old and gray.”

      Ailith wrinkled her nose, the idea ridiculous and funny, but also confusing. “Okay, Barden.” She rolled her eyes and gave a short, forced laugh. She wanted them to return to joking and laughing, not this seriousness that hinted danger.

      “And if you see Greer, please tell her to not let it consume her?” He continued staring at the horizon, but something was changing. His skin lost color and grayed to a green hue. A sheen covered his blue eyes, making them dull. The side of his neck split to expose three individual lines like an invisible knife had sliced across his skin, but no blood leaked out. They moved, the flaps of skin rising and falling with a desperation as if seeking something it couldn’t obtain. It happened so fast, Ailith gasped and fell backwards.

      “Barden, you're⁠—”

      He turned his attention back to Ailith and parted his gray lips to expose a mouth filled with rows of fanged teeth. In the sunlight, his skin gleamed damp and slick from pond scum. Black veins spread over his shoulder and up his neck to complete his change to a nightmare in flesh.

      “Tell her—” His voice was thick with moisture as if he was drowning as he spoke and his breath smelled of duckweed, a mixture of stagnant pond water, and soil. “I tried to reach her light and I’ll wait an eternity for her sun. But for now, Ailith MacCree, snap out of this and wake up.”

      “What?”

      He grimaced, his sharp teeth gnashing and ready to bite as he lunged forward. He grasped Ailith’s shoulders as she toppled backwards. His strength could snap bone, his nails lengthened and sharpened as they dug into the flesh of her shoulders but only spread apart just so as webbing formed between each digit. Water dripped from his mouth and hair, his clothing sodden, and he snarled into her face, “I said wake up.”

      Ailith woke.

      The light through the windows was blinding, but after blinking repeatedly, her vision cleared. Lines of stone clarified before she registered the cold from her face pressed to the stone floor. She jolted further into the waking world.

      “Ailith?” Caitriona’s voice was like spring sunshine and a song of violets as it drifted from beyond the room. It felt like centuries since Caitriona last called for her.

      “Cait?” Her tone was nothing sweet. It was like paper, crisp and flat. Her throat felt raw and her mouth dry. Lifting her face, she studied the room. It was a private cell with a chair in the center and iron buckles nailed into the arms. She pushed herself up and tried to get to her feet, but her legs wobbled, and dizziness sent her slumping down. Where was this empty, cold room and how long had she been in it?

      A heavy door swung open, sending Ailith inching backwards, and Caitriona stepped in. “Cait,” Ailith breathed, immediately undoing her backward progress to pull herself forward as her hands reached for the half-dragon princess.

      Caitriona knelt before Ailith, her dress something the fae would wear, her gold hair loose around her torso and what light came through the windows winked on the golden scales on her shoulders. She rested her hands on her knees and one had a dark mark across it that was unusual and new.

      Ailith stretched. She was so close to touching her that the space physically hurt. “Why are you here?”

      “Oh,” Caitriona purred, not making any effort to draw close, “Look at the hope in your eyes.”

      Caitriona took a deep breath, her lips drawing into a smile, and closed her eyes. Sighing, her skin shivered before the vision fell away and in her place was the pale face of a fae woman with straight, black hair. She opened her eyes, and they were a startling blue while the mark on her hand remained.

      Ailith pulled her back as if burned, her mind sluggish to understand what she witnessed. The once-Caitriona brushed her dark hair behind her ear. “Good girl, you’ve given me what I need.”

      She left Ailith on the floor with her jaw hanging; nerves tingling across her cheeks and down her neck.

      “Cait …” A whine of desperation leaked out. A small part of Ailith’s brain was frustrated by how pathetic her voice was. But she didn’t have the energy to fight. She was tired, her body sore and weak, and she couldn’t remember how she got there. She couldn’t remember much of anything. Only that she felt the loss of Caitriona all over again.

      “Enough of that now.” The dark-haired woman’s thin smile stilled as she looked down her nose at Ailith. “I don’t need you anymore. Not for now at least. Guards?”

      She backed from the room, holding the door open for the apparent guards to move in.

      They don’t even fear I’ll rush from the room. They know I’m weak. They know I can’t get up. How long have I been here?

      The woman watched Ailith as another entered with fae men closely following. Ailith tilted her head, trying to see who the newcomer was, but her vision swam.

      Her organs rioted and twisted with unease that rapidly grew to ignite her nerves. Her body froze, her skin pricked with sweat, and the maw of terror rose from the center of her being. Terror, the worst she ever experienced. So much more than the fear the day the dragon attacked Braewick. So much more than seeing her hometown smoldering and dust-covered, or the terror when she killed a person for the first time; worse than seeing Caitriona twisting into a dragon and she could do nothing to help.

      It was a terror itching up her throat, sinking into her spine, and flushing through her body with bitter cold that made her gasp. Her back curled, her knees moved toward her chest, and she wrapped her arms around her legs. Burying her face against her knees, Ailith clamped her eyes closed. Every hair on her skin stood on end, her senses rioting with sensitivity, her terror a thing filling the room and spilling forth into halls she didn’t know.

      Hide, hide, hide; a constant scream in her mind, raw from shouting and broken with sobs; the consuming desire to flee, to run, to escape. But everything was an abundance of terror that locked her body in place as she attempted to become as small as possible. Better to turn into nothing, to seep into the stone floor, than to face this horror.

      When hands touched Ailith, her screams renewed. She batted the hands away while attempting to curl further into herself. She didn’t know where this terror came from, only that it was there. This beast that swallowed her whole, chewed her senses, and ingested her mind.

      The first lessons of guard training were in the moment a threat appeared, you didn’t ask how it arrived—you preserved yourself—and that was all Ailith could do. Caitriona was a distant memory as Ailith was lifted, her body weightless, while her tears burned her cheeks. She tried to escape to the protection of her mind and the blissful retreat of unconsciousness. She sought the swimming hole. The place where she relaxed, where she spoke to Barden plainly and the sun was a bright spot to keep her warm and happy. But the pond was empty, and Barden was gone.
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      The world existed in prisms of watery light, cushioned by the underwater muffle of existence, and it was there Greer hoped to find him. It was the only way of knowing she still lived, because despite her attempts, he couldn’t be found. Not in the way she hoped. He didn’t exist there anymore, not in the physical world or in dreams. Instead, he resided in pools of water in the marsh beyond the valley, and it was a pain with every passing moment that she could not join him. That was how she knew she was alive, because life hurt and death was surely more pleasant.

      Time was an odd construct and with grief, it wasn’t linear. It jolted her into reality and dragged her along the way as an unwilling guest. She didn’t remember the spaces in-between, and moments were either softened around the edge, or sharp and brittle.

      Her mother’s arrival at her door was hazy at best. Yet the letter in her hand from Caitriona, detailing how she left the castle that morning to seek Ailith in the marsh, was something that shoved Greer into reality and placed the queen of Wimleigh Queendom firmly on the ground. She passed the numerous days prior in a driftless way with nothing to focus on, because nothing gave any true jolt to her nervous system, but this—her sister sneaking away into a dangerous situation—was enough. Caitriona was always enough.

      She and what remained of her guard left the castle immediately; it was the quickest action she performed in weeks and one that was so normal it hurt because none of it was normal. She was trailing after her absconding sister, and she didn’t have Barden by her side. There still was no clear answer as to who commanded them other than Greer herself. It was a job she despised. The role was Barden’s, he was meant to keep the men in line and focused on their task to protect Greer so she could attend her birthright: guiding a queendom, vouching for her sister, preparing for a war, and so on and so on. A task she let slip in recent days.

      There were guards eager to replace him, so long as she sat and made the decision as to who received the honor, but she hated it was something she had to do in the first place. So, she simply refused. She hadn’t any need for her personal guard if she wasn’t going anywhere. At least, not until that day when she left the castle for the first time since Barden’s funeral.

      “She’s certainly taking precautions,” Lachlan’s voice nestled into her ear and broke through her stubborn thoughts of head guards and unrelenting sisters.

      Greer drew her attention to the young half-fae prince riding beside her. She didn’t know who told him to go with her, probably her mother, but he was there all the same. She generally avoided him since his arrival. Seeing his pale skin and worldly eyes pushed her back to the day his hands were covered in Barden’s blood and his gaze filled with sympathy.

      “If she were taking precautions, she wouldn’t have left in the first place. She knew this was dangerous, otherwise there wouldn’t have been a letter for my mother to find.”

      They rode from the city, her remaining queen’s guards staying too close, taking her safety too literally or attempting to show off their skills, maybe even both, and Greer closed her eyes wishing for patience. Barden gave her space; these men didn’t understand.

      At least their insistence to cluster near her flushed Lachlan to the middle of the line and silenced his reasoning.

      Once free of Braewick’s congestion, they moved through the afternoon as fast as their horses allowed toward what roads remained of the old town of Trasc. As the pathways sunk into the waters and narrowed, they spotted a small camp with horses and one telltale sign that they found who they sought. Caitriona’s horns gleamed in the late afternoon light, and the sun reflected off her golden hair as she stood in the center of the group.

      After reading Caitriona’s letter, Greer was worried for her sister, but now seeing her standing amidst her friends unharmed, there was only room for anger.

      “I ask solely because your mother encouraged I do so,” Lachlan’s voice eased through her red-hot rage with the confirmation Róisín was the one who sent Lachlan along. “But what do you intend to do?”

      “You’re about to find out.” Greer slipped from her horse, leaving its reins hanging for someone to grasp. Eyeing her guards, she raised her chin. “Stay here.”

      She marched straight down the pathway toward the camp. If Greer were honest, she didn’t know what she intended to do. She was acting on pure emotion and allowing that to guide her.

      Rage was an easy emotion to accompany her sadness. It seemed there was nothing else she was capable of beyond that; joy, excitement, and happiness were emotions meant for another person. Another Greer. The one who died when Barden did. This Greer didn’t deserve any of that. This Greer only existed with the expectations placed upon her from birth and the empty gut of someone whose heart was made hollow.

      She pushed her hair back as wisps clung to her brow from riding in the late summer heat, and bugs hummed as evening drew close. Ahead, the dukes stirred in the water and the glow of their eyes winked, reflecting the late sunlight as they watched the party standing around a man bound in rope. Her gaze flicked repeatedly at the dukes in the water, her throat clenching as she looked for the curve of a familiar cheek and gaze that once brought comfort, but found none.

      Greer’s footfall slowed; this was the last place she wanted to be. Her very existence in the marsh was like nails digging into the flesh of her neck, clawing her to stringed bits one swipe after the next as pain swelled with each step.

      As she drew close, the group became more distinct. Ceenear and Raum, the two fae who befriended Caitriona and were aligned with Greer’s fight to keep Malcolm—the unwanted king of their land—from taking over the entire continent, stood together. But there was also a pair of royal guards, Paul and Coleene. Greer’s cheeks grew hot with embarrassment at the sight of Coleene. Her husband, Dwayne, was first to die in the woods beyond the Elder Tree, and Greer barely gave her condolences afterward because she was too focused on Barden. Now she was forced to face his wife. But first, there was her little sister.

      Caitriona stared, hands clasped together as she remained motionless and waited for Greer’s approach. But Greer pushed past instead and stopped before the bound fae man who sat with a gag in his mouth on the ground.

      “Who is he?” she asked the air, expecting someone, anyone, to respond.

      “A fae guard,” Ceenear replied. “He and a group of five fae attacked us. We dispatched the others.”

      “You’re certain this is all who’s left?” Greer turned on her heel and stared at the small group. Lachlan frowned as he drew closer, having left his horse with the guards. He exchanged uneasy glances with everyone before pausing on the outer circle of the group and turning his attention back to her. Paul and Coleene kept their eyes lowered, and as Greer’s gaze passed over her fae guests, they looked to the grass as well. Caitriona was the only other person who met her eyes as if to challenge her. Despite that her brows were furrowed with concern; Greer couldn’t help but interpret Caitriona’s stance as calculated.

      “There’s no one else.” Caitriona always spoke quietly, but the softness of her voice this time was greater than usual and with intention. Perhaps it was weighed down with shame, but Greer doubted it. If she was shameful, she would have acted differently and immediately pleaded for forgiveness. At least that’s how Caitriona used to be. “We were going to question him.”

      “First, I want to understand what happened. Mother brought me your letter. Going to the marsh in search of Ailith, doing so without letting the guards know, or my permission⁠—”

      “Ree, she encouraged us to be discreet. She didn’t want to get caught.”

      “Why the hell would Ailith encourage you to be discreet? She’s your guard, she’s always shown an abundance of caution when it comes to your safety. Why would she throw it out the window now? She’s made it clear your life comes first over hers.”

      Caitriona bit her lip, a tell she had since childhood whenever she did something wrong. A rush of pleasure passed over Greer from her sister’s reaction, although it was a brief sensation—there and gone—as Caitriona shifted on her feet and Greer nearly tasted her guilt.

      “What are you keeping from me?”

      Caitriona looked at the ground and Greer squeezed her eyes closed, worried she’d snap if she continued to view her sister. “Someone answer me.”

      “It was a trap,” Raum admitted, and a ripple of unease rolled through the group. “There was a fae who appeared like Ailith. She could turn into people and steal their voices.”

      “Did you know her?”

      Everyone flinched at Greer’s tone, and she felt no remorse. Ceenear looked up and nodded and her dark eyes met Greer’s without hesitating. “I did. We trained together years ago. She had a similar magic to me: she could change her appearance and voice, but the difference was that she only became those she encountered, and she could never remove the birthmark she had on her hand.”

      Caitriona looked at Ceenear, her brow wrinkled. “That’s why you killed her?”

      “I saw the mark. She was trying to conceal it, but I saw it.”

      “So Ailith wasn’t even here, hmm?” They turned to Greer, all perfect pictures of failure beside Lachlan who stood amongst them with the same expression of discomfort he wore when she met him in the woods. Witnessing that expression was like a punch to her gut and Greer’s hands turned to fists. “You left the castle, traveled to the marshes, did so without sufficient protection in these times, all for some fae to pretend to be Ailith⁠—”

      “Ree, I’m sorry.”

      “Ah, there it is.” Greer pointed at the gagged fae. “And you were planning to question this one, and then what? Drag him back to the castle so he could endanger me? Mother? What was your plan, Caitriona?”

      “We thought he’d provide insight. We found him carrying a talisman to transport from one place to another.” Caitriona nodded to Ceenear, who plunged her hand into her pocket and withdrew a small gold disc. She offered it to Greer who waved it away and took a step back. Ceenear’s hand dropped as Caitriona continued. “We hoped we’d find out what actually happened to Ailith. If that fae woman was able to turn into Ailith, it means she was with her.”

      “Can the talisman suck any of you in like that necklace did to Ailith and the hunter? Are we standing here with a magical item that can be used against us at any moment?”

      Ceenear shook her head. “These are incredibly rare. Few are made and they’re specifically for the person who wields it.”

      Greer snapped her head in Lachlan’s direction and the half-fae’s brows rose. His head bobbed up and down. “She’s right. I recognize it. They aren’t very well known and a lot goes into their creation. But they’re made specifically for the person who possesses it and it can’t be just given to another. If the owner dies, it stops working.”

      Ceenear’s gaze flicked between Lachlan and Greer as she continued, her tone even and cautious. “We may trace the location to where it last was used. That can give us an indication of where Ailith is, or where these fae came from.”

      “No.” Greer stared at each person before her, her jaw clenched as she looked at their guilty expressions. “We aren’t going to do any of that. We know where she’s at; she’s with Malcolm, that’s all but confirmed by Lachlan isn’t it? He recognized the necklace Ailith fell into, and Kayl’s been reportedly seen within Invarlwen. And finding one guard is not our priority right now. We’ll destroy it when we return to the castle. It can be destroyed, can’t it?”

      Caitriona’s jaw dropped and she blinked rapidly as if Greer slapped her. Her eyes released a slight glow and her hands formed fists as she bit her bottom lip and turned on her heel to look at the water. Greer hadn’t meant to hurt her sister’s feelings with such bluntness but she was too angry to be considerate. Good, let her pout.

      Ceenear slowly nodded then returned to looking at the ground.

      Greer shifted her attention to the fae man sitting beside her. He glared and maintained eye contact without flinching, and his determination reminded her of the man that killed Barden. At his back was the marsh with dukes gathering close, tempted by the proximity of the male on the shore of their home. She stared at their faces peeking from the water as they shifted back and forth, making slurping sounds in their language. None of the men looked familiar. None had Barden’s hair.

      Greer’s entire core quivered from a quake of rage. It was because of fae who supported Malcolm that Barden was dead. One snuck into the queendom and shot him with those deadly, Elder Tree sap-dipped arrows, and he faded away in her arms. It was a man just like the one bound at her feet who did it, who sentenced Barden to become a drowning duke, and her to being alone.

      “All he’ll give are lies.” Greer’s voice was distant, as if it came from someone else’s mouth. She watched the dukes shift and their eyes flicking from her to the man. “He’ll tell you what you want to hear, or anything to keep himself alive longer, whichever. Malcolm’s an idiot, but he’s intelligent enough to send people in small parties who are expendable. People he doesn’t care to have survive. People he won’t miss.”

      Greer twisted, the motion fluid as her hand grasped the hilt of her sword and cleanly drew it outward. As she moved, the momentum brought her arm back before she thrusted forward and quickly plunged the blade into the fae man’s chest. He choked against the gag, his body stuck by the expanse of the sword, and distantly Greer heard Caitriona’s gasp.

      “We don’t need to have any more threats in the queendom.” It was a whisper perhaps no one heard, but Greer couldn’t stir enough feeling to care. Pressing her foot against the man’s chest, she pulled her sword free and stepped back as he slumped into the pool of water. There was a shrill cry from the dukes and water splashed. The man, bound still and bleeding out, made weakened movements to get out of the water but it was pointless.

      The dukes had him and Greer watched. Let them feast.
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        * * *

      

      “You are not to leave the castle,” Greer read from a hastily written paper, “Unless under my expressed permission. You’ll attend any meetings I’ve determined are essential for your presence beginning tomorrow.”

      She looked up to find Caitriona glowering from her chair like a petulant teenager.

      “What about the MacCrees?”

      Greer lowered the paper to her desk. “What about them?”

      “I visit them every other day.”

      “They don’t live within the castle, so no.” Greer lifted her paper, but Caitriona’s hands gripped the arms of her chair and there was a distinct crack of wood. Greer raised her eyes and carefully kept her face blank. Caitriona’s eyes glimmered with soft, buttery-yellow light and her nails looked longer, like claws.

      “I. Promised. Ailith.” Each word was emphasized by her barely withheld anger. Caitriona took in a slow breath and let it out, and her eyes lost their glow. “When we were looking for Kayl, before the curse took hold, she was frightened she wouldn’t be able to come back to her family. I promised her I would visit them; that I’d make sure her parents were alright.”

      Greer held Caitriona’s gaze; her mind sluggish as she turned over the information. After they returned to the castle late the previous night, she was unable to rest. Her exhaustion caught up to her and weighed down her mind. Was it too much to give her sister this? Was she unfair to keep her from the one tie to Ailith that she had?

      “For the rest of this week, you can’t visit them. But after that, you may visit twice a week with guard supervision—guards of my choosing.”

      Caitriona slumped into her seat but remained silent.

      This brought her attention to Paul and Coleene who stood behind Caitriona. She glanced at the paper again. “For you two, you’ll not serve as guards within the castle any longer. I’m stationing you both to the castle walls; your shifts will be there⁠—”

      “That’s not fair.” Caitriona sat upright. “I commanded Paul and Coleene go with me to the marsh. They were listening to my orders.”

      “They’re still being removed. Perhaps it won’t be permanent
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in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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