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			Selenia

			She knows their time will pass, that one day, they will fade into the ashes of memory. All the Gifts they wield will become lost to legend. She wonders how skewed the story will become in time; what whispers will be shared over meals and fires about the might of the Thieves? She snorts at the name given to her kind. Far across the seas, they are given different names. Each are feared and hated in their own way. Yet that does not stop people from bowing to their greatness or paying for the use of their Gifts. 

			Laying back in a huge copper tub, she props her long legs up on the rim where they sit gleaming with the oils infused in the water. Steam rises in a steady curl as she trails her fingers across the surface, watching the ripples. 

			Tipping her head back, she sighs. She had not thought it would come to this, to these sorts of pleas and bargains to keep her people safe. 

			A tentative knock pulls her from her musings. A young girl peers her head around the door to let her know the guests have arrived, before scurrying away. Water sloshes to the marble floor as the woman climbs out of the bath. Wrapping a robe around herself, she pads into her bedroom. 

			Presentation is everything tonight; her guest will seek out any flaws she might possess. Her handmaidens carefully prepare her, creating the mask of a woman with no cracks or footholds with which to bargain. Powder and curls, glittering gems, an elegant sea-blue gown – all to hide the power in her veins; a sleight of hand to distract those who wish to destroy her and those she stands to protect. 

			She must appear strong and in control, but not too powerful, lest she be seen as a threat to those she hopes to charm. 

			Once she is ready, the servants file out in silence, leaving her staring at her reflection in the gilded mirror. She runs a critical eye over her appearance, then, satisfied with what she sees, takes a bracing breath before sweeping out of the room in a rustle of silk and winking stones. The time has come.
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			She lies in the darkness of her room, swamped by the massive plush bed and exhausted to the bone from her dealings over dinner. She has put her plans in place and yet she fears what is to come next. The night has pushed her Gifts to the limit and she fights the pull of sleep as she strains her ears. 

			The moon moves across the sky as the bells crawl by. Though she is expecting it, though she had planted the seed for it to happen at dinner, the soft click of the latch on her door makes her heart surge into her throat. Her heart begins to race and she squeezes her eyes shut against the sudden prickle of tears. She sits up as the door gently thumps closed and forces a sultry smile to her lips as she gazes at the male across her bedchamber. 

			He approaches without a word, his stride across the carpet lithe and predatory like that of a falkir. He stands looking down at her. When he reaches to tug back the satin, she has to fight the urge to cover herself, despite the slip clothing her. Instead, she shifts over to make space, inviting him to join her.

			For a moment, her fingers twitch towards the dagger hidden between the mattress and the headboard. Her eyes dance across his features, watching for any sign that he knows what she is doing. That he knows she is indulging in the thought of driving a blade between his ribs. 

			Sliding her hand under the pillow, her fingers barely graze the cool steel. She can do it. Rip the dagger from its hiding place and leap on him. Slide the sharp blade across his throat, leaving behind a ruby necklace that would run down his chest and stain her sheets. 

			The moment stretches out, like taffy pulled too thin. Her heart thumps in her chest, so loudly she is sure her visitor can hear it. The steel is a cool caress against her fingertips. 

			But such luxuries would be an act of war. One she, nor her people, are prepared for. Instead, she adjusts her position, propping her arm up behind her head. The picture of prideful sensuality. 

			His gaze rakes over her body possessively. He reaches up to unbutton his shirt front. The look on his face makes bile rise in her throat. She forces herself to hold his gaze, keeping her mask firmly in place, as he pulls the fabric over his head and leans down toward her. 
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			Before the War

			The heavy clip of boots down the winding stone corridor precedes the guards, making Telium’s heart leap up into her throat. 

			Shit, shit, shit.

			The stone under her fingers is cool and rough as she tries to pry it from its place in the floor. It shifts slightly under the pressure. Her pulse beats in her throat in time to the guards’ footsteps. Her wrists, bruised from the constant rubbing of her cuffs, cry at the abuse.

			Her fingernails strain as she forces them into the small lip of the stone, jiggling it back and forth. Desperately trying to pull it free.

			Telium swears under her breath, jaw flexing. 

			Her tiny, dank cell lightens in small degrees as her three captors come closer. The torchlight dances on the damp stone walls. She keeps her back turned to them, cuffed hands hidden in the shadow of her body. 

			Thirst rakes its claws up her throat. The noise cuts off abruptly as the guards come to a stop. The only sound is the crackling of flame.

			‘Come to make sure I haven’t died?’ Telium rasps, her voice gritty from disuse. 

			Her starved muscles tremble from holding her crouched position. Fingers stinging from where she has scraped them raw, Telium cringes at the whisper of stone against stone as she works the small slab free. 

			‘Or come to make sure I haven’t escaped and come to kill you in your sleep?’ 

			Her voice bounces strangely off the walls. She knows who stands behind her. Has watched the guards who come to check on her through the bars of her cell. The red-haired one occasionally rubs his shoulder; an old injury flaring up in the cold of the prison. The others are twins in every aspect bar their hair. One keeps it cropped close to his scalp. The other, a length of blond braid disappears under his black uniform. 

			The red-haired guard snorts. ‘As if you could escape here anyway.’ 

			‘Don’t speak to her, Adam.’ That was the short-haired guard. 

			Telium’s brain latches onto that piece of information. Adam. 

			‘Shut up.’ Adam hisses, as if he too realises his friend’s mistake. ‘What can she do, anyway?’ 

			There is the sound of boots on stone and Telium knows he has moved closer to the bars. Telium grits her teeth against the pain in her hands as she works the stone. She is very rapidly running out of time. 

			‘Life-Thief’s comin’ to get you.’

			Telium twitches, chains around her wrists jingling. Ice-cold dread sloshes through her. For a moment, fear reaches for her, hooking its talons into her chest; freezing her in place. 

			Flexing her jaw, Telium shakes them off. Attacking the stone with renewed fervour, the mortar around the edge has begun to crack. She just needs a few more moments.

			‘Must’a been something awful,’ that is the twin with the braid, his voice soft, ‘for the Queen to throw her most trusted assassin ’n here. Greybane ain’t exactly for swindlers and bread thieves.’ 

			Adam hums a noncommittal response. Telium hears the whistle of his club before it bashes into the iron bars. The clang dances down the corridor before echoing back. She doesn’t flinch hearing the ire in his voice when he speaks.

			‘I remember you walking around the palace, all high and mighty – the Queen’s pet. Like you really had the blood of Tenebris in you.’ A rustle of fabric and the click of his ring on the bars. ‘Yet here you are. Caged and beat. You’re just a girl.’ 

			‘Just a girl,’ the short-haired twin repeats, his voice an octave too high. ‘And t’morrow you’ll die like one.’

			Telium’s ears prick up. ‘Tomorrow?’

			‘Aye, an’ when that Life-Thief arrives, I bet you scream like one too.’ 

			Though her back is turned, Telium keeps her face blank. Empty. Even as a sliver of fear spikes through her. A Life-Thief. 

			How could she? 

			‘Doesn’t sound so bad,’ Telium croaks as the mortar around the stone starts to crumble. 

			‘Liar. Your tune will change when your soul is being sucked from your body. Rippin’ out everything that makes you, you.’ The squeak is gone from the twin’s voice now.

			‘When I get out of here,’ she breathes, loud enough for the guards to hear, ‘you’ll be the first to die.’ 

			‘Let’s see how long that cocky facade lasts when a Life-Thief is feastin’ on every horrible moment and memory,’ Adam spits. ‘Prolonging it to make the experience as painful as possib—’

			He cuts off with a sharp intake of breath that makes Telium’s pulse spike. 

			‘What are you doin’?’ Adam snaps, voice heavy with suspicion. 

			Telium doesn’t respond this time. The scrape of stone against stone is deafening in the sudden silence. 

			‘Hey!’ Adam’s shout is accompanied by his club cracking against the bars. ‘Turn around.’

			Telium curses under her breath as the stone lifts up a finger’s-width then catches again. 

			‘Stop that.’ The jingle of keys and the sound of a second guard moving closer. ‘Turn around!’

			A hiss of pain escapes as her nails split and crack. Telium’s pulse flutters in her throat. She doesn’t bother with stealth now as she reefs on the stone. Her manacles clatter and ring like a death bell. She hears the clunk of the cell door unlocking. 

			Time’s up. 

			‘Turn around! I swear to Tenebris I’ll bash your head in.’

			As if in slow motion, Telium hears the creak of the cell door swinging open. The rasp of a blade being drawn from its scabbard from the short-haired guard. Her fingers scramble for purchase on the stone as Adam strides towards her. 

			It is a small cell; barely wider than her outstretched arms. The clip of his boots sounds once. Twice. Then Telium throws herself to the side. Adam’s massive club slams into the floor, missing her by a hair’s-breadth. 

			Flipping onto her back, Telium uses her momentum to kick out at him. Having put all his weight behind his blow, Adam is bent over and Telium’s foot catches him square in the face. The guard’s head snaps back, blood splattering the blue embroidery on his uniform. 

			Telium lunges forward, grasping for the stone; at the same time, Adam’s hand comes away from his face, red with blood from his split lip. Her cuffs scrape against the stone floor. Pain flares as her bare knees skid across the rough surface. 

			‘You little bitch.’ He lunges at her, club raised. With a final tug that pulls the skin off the ends of some fingers, Telium gets the stone loose. Ducking in close, she swings.

			The stone connects with Adam’s elbow with a satisfying crunch. But the move costs her, and Telium catches part of the club on her shoulder. The blow sends her skidding across the cell floor to fetch up against the wall. Stars dance across the backs of her eyes. Pain and wet warmth bloom across her elbows from where the stone floor takes off skin. The taste of copper fills her mouth.

			With a grunt, Telium pushes herself to her feet. With a speed that defies her weeks in captivity, she steps inside Adam’s reach before he can recover. Her fingers cramp around the stone as it arcs towards his head. It finds its mark with an oddly muffled thump. Like a marionette with its strings cut, Adam topples to the ground. 

			Telium staggers back to avoid being taken down by the man. She has barely sucked in a breath when she is forced to throw her arms up to deflect a blow from the short-haired twin. His blade slices towards her neck. Sparks jump to life as the sword connects with the granite in Telium’s hand. 

			The edge of the blade misses her fingers by a whisper. Telium kicks out at the inside of his knee. Despite being barefoot, the joint yields with a pop. As the man’s weight buckles, Telium grips the wrist that holds his sword. She spins in close, putting her back to his front. 

			Using the momentum of her turn, she pitches the stone at the second twin with the braid. The movement is hindered by the chains linking her wrists. Still, the projectile catches the man in the face just as he steps over the threshold of her cell. Blood spurts from his nose. He falls back with a muffled cry. 

			Completing her spin, Telium brings her elbow up and over her shoulder. Her grazed skin stings as it collides with the short-haired twin’s jaw. He staggers from the blow. Bringing her elbow down, she grips the pommel of the sword. With her other hand she reefs on the man’s wrist. Twisting it savagely until he screeches and drops the blade. 

			Telium twirls the sword in her grip as she turns to face him. He is cradling his wrist, doubled over the arm. His face is flushed red, eyes flashing as he looks up at her. The blood rapidly drains from his face as he spots his blade in Telium’s shackled grasp. 

			He throws out his good hand and staggers back a step. As if he could ward her off with sheer will alone. 

			‘Now let’s see who’s going to scream like a girl.’ Telium’s voice grates out of her as she stalks towards the twin. Over his shoulder, the brother has staggered to his feet. Blood runs down his neck, staining his uniform a deep purple. 

			He blanches as he sees Telium with a weapon. Turning on his heels, he flees. Cursing his brother, the short-haired twin throws himself at Telium in vain. 

			‘Always knew there was somethin’ about you,’ the remaining twin pants, ‘with your queer looks and your penchant for death.’

			A blow to the temple with the pommel of the sword sends him crashing to the ground. With the air of someone picking flowers, Telium grips a fistful of blond hair. Her chains bounce and ring like church bells. Yanking his head back, she bares his throat to her steel. His life-blood paints a scarlet arc across the floor. 

			Her blade clatters to the ground as she takes a steadying breath. It shudders into her lungs. Grunting with the effort, she launches into a sprint after the final guard. 

			She can feel her lip beginning to swell from her collision with the wall. But the hurt pales in comparison to the pain shredding her heart. 

			Gritting her teeth, Telium forces her mind back to the present; away from the screaming echoes and blood-stained floor. 

			Spitting blood, Telium races through the damp corridors, fleeing the prison of the Queen she had sworn to serve with her life. Her bare feet slap the cool, grey stone, racing the rhythm of her heart as it pounds in her chest. Her breath scrapes in and out of her lungs. The once-pristine court gown she wears is now dirty and torn. Fresh blood splatters the skirts and soaks one sleeve cuff. None of it hers. 
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			Telium’s muscles tremble as her body hangs precariously from the side of the prison. She has overestimated her strength to scale the wall from one of the few windows three storeys up.

			She hisses in pain as she jams her fingers into another tiny crevice. Her nails are cracked and bloody. Her muscles twitch and spasm. Willing her mind to blankness, she struggles to distance herself from the pain in her body as she slowly, painfully, makes her way down the wall. 

			Easing her weight down, Telium carefully curls her toes around a slight ledge in the stone. 

			Then gasps as it gives way beneath her. As if in slow motion, she feels the mortar crumble out from beneath her foot. Her heart flies up into her throat as a breathless cry escapes her. 

			Her skin rips as her fingers scramble desperately for purchase as she skids down the wall. Green flashes in the corner of her vision seconds before she hits the ground. But it is enough for her to know she wasn’t as high as she thought. 

			The impact forces the air out of her lungs in a whoosh, and she rolls to save her ankles. 

			Years of training has her body pushing itself up before she can register her aches. She is staggering to the cover of the gardens before she manages to draw a gasping breath.

			Ducking under the cover of a large hedge, Telium makes her way to the outer wall. Staying hidden between the generous greenery, she heads towards the border of the prison. Staggering like a drunkard all the while. 

			I have to get into the city, disappear into the streets, she thinks. I can’t fight in this condition. If I’m caught—

			She won’t finish the thought. Telium’s legs shake with every step, her fingers twitching with cramps. Panting gently, she takes stock of her injuries. With how weak she is, that climb should have killed her. It was a miracle she hadn’t fallen to her death. 

			One of her nails is nearly completely ripped off; her feet are black and bloody. The red of her dress is stained an even deeper crimson in spots. When the guards had dumped her in her cell, they had searched her thoroughly, even going so far as to yank the leather tie from her hair. Now it blows wildly about her face. 

			She looks a mess. 

			Reaching the far edge of the prison grounds, Telium searches for the patrolling guards. Scraping together her dwindling energy, she readies for her final dash to freedom. 

			Without warning, an odd tickling sensation brushes up against the back of her mind. Something cold and harsh slams into her side, knocking the breath from her with a grunt. Caught by surprise and too weak to fight gravity, Telium goes crashing to the dirt. 

			She spits as the metallic taste of blood fills her mouth. Her heart kicks into a gallop. Someone has caught her. Gritting her teeth through exhaustion, Telium flips onto her back.

			‘That was a coward’s blow,’ she growls, just as a silky voice sounds behind her. 

			‘My, my. What a state for the Siren Queen’s assassin to be in.’

			From a gap between the dense leaves a man appears. His gaudy purple robes cover him from neck to toe. They rustle quietly as he strolls towards her. His amulet catches Telium’s eye; orange and suspended around his neck from a length of gold chain, the gem is the size of a duck’s egg. He steeples his fingers in front of him, causing his multitude of rings to glint in the twilight. 

			The Thief looks vaguely familiar, but Telium’s exhausted brain will not supply her with a name. She wipes her mouth on her shoulder, eyes not leaving him as he comes to a stop a few feet from her. The man looks at her with a mixture of triumph and expectation, his narrow face pulled into a smirk.

			‘Am I meant to know who you are?’ she asks wearily. 

			The Thief’s lips thin. ‘Tenebris Kin; always so arrogant. You know you met me multiple times in court. I was just on my way to help prepare the summoning.’ When Telium stays silent, red stains the man’s cheeks. ‘Faustus,’ he grinds out. 

			Telium doesn’t reply and Faustus curls his lip at her. 

			‘How far you have fallen; your tumble from grace not sitting well with you? The cell’s a far cry from your lavish palace chambers?’ There is something slimy about his silken tone. 

			Telium only pays half a mind to his taunting, shakily forcing herself to her feet. She knows what the robes and jewels mean. Power-Thief, born with the ability to draw raw power from other Thieves and store it in precious gems to be shaped at will. 

			Just five gems? she notes. Such rabble my Queen has surrounded herself with. I would have thought Faustus would have amassed more power by now.

			The more gems a Power-Thief has, the more power they have stored. One of the most powerful Thieves in her Queen’s court has no less than fifteen glittering, precious gems on his person.

			Reaching out a hand, Faustus makes a fist. Telium’s breath is forced out of her as her arms are cinched to her sides. Invisible bands holding them in place.

			‘I wonder what the Queen will give me for thwarting your pathetic attempt at escape?’ Faustus muses, turning his head as he scans for a guard. 

			‘Tenebris claim you.’ Telium spits viciously, even as her heart stumbles into a sprint. 

			She bares her blood-coated teeth at him in defiance. Sweat prickles her palms. Her pulse beats in her throat as she struggles weakly. 

			You are going to die, she realises, weak as you are, you can’t even break the restraints of a low-level Power-Thief.

			Telium’s body makes small, jerky movements as she attempts to twist free from her invisible restraints. Her teeth grind together in frustration. Pain lashes up her arms from where they are bound. 

			It can’t end like this. 

			The faintest pressure like a whispered breeze in her ear, so low and faint she nearly misses it, captures her attention. Trepidation prickles her skin. She fights against the bonds holding her. 

			Desperate, Telium strains her mind, chasing the odd feeling. The effort causes a slow ache to form by her temples. She continues to struggle. Heart in her throat. Sweat slips down her spine and she tastes blood as she bites the inside of her cheek. 

			Tenebris curse me. I will not die like this! 

			Telium thrashes in the bonds, letting out a sound that is part growl, part shriek. 

			NO.

			There is a dull pop in her ears, like the cracking of knuckles, before her mind shifts, stretching beyond the limits of her skull and pushing out feelers.

			Telium’s heart races. Her palms become slick with sweat. The odd feeling solidifies into what she can only describe as a presence. Like standing in a pitch-dark room and knowing someone else is there. 

			It hovers around the Thief like a shroud. Power, her instincts whisper in her mind. Strength.

			Faustus had continued talking while Telium’s attention was turned inward. Turning back to face her fully, he seems annoyed by her lack of response. 

			‘You,’ Faustus says, looking down his nose at her. ‘What are you?’

			Telium eyes the man and chuckles darkly. Defiant to the end. ‘You know who I am.’ 

			The Thief watches her intently. ‘Oh, I know who you are, Telium – assassin, Bloodless Maiden, Tenebris Kin.’ 

			She bristles at the titles, not the least because she has earned every single one of them. 

			Faustus tilts his head to the side, studying her. ‘What manner of beast must you be, for your Queen to lock you in the deepest depths of her prison?’ the Thief sneers at her. ‘Pity, if she did not fear your kind so; you could have gone to learn from their most powerful teachers. Oh, what a weapon you would have become then, Tenebris Kin.’

			Telium’s anger flares. She would be darkness-claimed if she let this man mock her. He would fear her if nothing else, he would … that odd feeling in her mind again, like her consciousness spooling out. Reaching. Searching. It creeps across the grass like the tentacles of a deep-sea beast. 

			She concentrates on the strands, compelling them towards the Thief. To her endless shock, they comply. The threads crawl up his legs, snaking toward his gems of power like reaching fingers. Faustus’ eyes dart downwards as if he can feel her mind slithering over him. 

			‘I don’t answer to you, Power-Thief. Keep your riddles to yourself,’ Telium hisses at him with as much contempt as she can muster. 

			The distraction works. Faustus’ eyes snap back to her, lips curling into a snarl. ‘Mind your tongue, you’re in no position to antagonise me. One shout and the guards will come running.’ 

			Arrogant, cocky bastard. Any other time, Telium would have broken his nose. As it is, her concentration is divided. The snaking tendrils of her mind reach the Thief’s gems. They brush up against the stolen power there. It tickles the edge of her mind and makes her gasp. 

			Confusion flits across Faustus’ face. He glances down, his gaze travelling between his amulet and rings, before sliding slowly back to Telium. Her face set in concentration. 

			‘Fascinating,’ he muses. ‘It seems the Queen’s pet has outgrown her. Such a shame! I would love to have seen what power you could have possessed. I did a bit of digging …’ 

			Telium’s pulse spikes. With it, the threads of her mind seem to contract as if reacting to her distress. Faustus gives a startled cry, hand flying to his chest. The distraction causes the invisible force binding her to loosen. 

			Not giving it a second thought, Telium thrashes. She is freed from the binds so abruptly she stumbles. With a grunt, she throws herself at Faustus, knocking him bodily to the ground. 

			She is so weak that her arms are unable to soften her fall and she crashes down on top of Faustus. They are a tangle of limbs and Telium’s head smacks against the Thief’s collarbone as they hit the dirt. Huffing with the effort, she shoves away from him.

			Throwing a punch, she struggles to pin Faustus’ arms under her legs. Planning to beat him into unconsciousness. But Telium is starved, weak. And though her punch is hard enough to make him spit blood, he is determined – desperate to win the Queen’s favour. 

			He throws up his hand. The Thief’s weak Gift hits her square in the chest. Forcing the breath from her lungs in a rush as she goes careening backwards. Telium lands on her back hard enough to see stars. Faustus stands, panting as he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. 

			‘Tenebris-cursed witch,’ he spits. 

			He raises his hands, and the invisible bonds clamp down on her again. They are so tight, Telium can barely draw air. Her breath comes in shallow gasps and her mouth gapes open as she fights to get enough oxygen. 

			She blinks hard, her vision flashing white. Head lolling, Telium watches as Faustus flicks blood from his hand, lips twisting to the side. Telium tries to force herself towards him as he brushes dirt from his robes. Her eyes roll in her head as she fights against the unconsciousness starting to blacken the edge of her sight. 

			Faustus turns, his face lighting up as his eyes catch on something. Or someone. Just as he raises his hand, Telium pushes again. This time, the threads of her mind snap out, fast as a sand viper. They twist around him like vicious, dense vines. 

			With a twitch of her head, Telium wrenches the threads back toward herself, jaw clenched. The Power-Thief jerks forward with a startled look. Branches snag on his robe as he collapses to his knees, crying out. The sound rips from his body painfully and bounces around the shabby gardens. 

			Telium barely notices. Power floods her senses. A feeling of pleasure so intense it borders on pain bursts through her. Stars flash in front of her eyes as her head spins. She groans and puts her head in her hands, heaving gulps of air as the world tips about her like the rolling deck of a ship. Her mind feels as though it is splintering apart and reforming in a new, different way. She pants through gritted teeth. 

			Slowly, the flood of power recedes from her limbs but does not disappear entirely. Instead, it seems to condense in on itself and tuck into an empty corner of her skull, like it had been there all along. The bizarre feeling causes a headache to spike behind her eyes. 

			Once her scattered thoughts return to a semblance of order, Telium snaps her head up, searching for the Thief. She braces herself for a fight but finds him slumped forward on the grass, skin waxen and eyes glassy.

			Telium creeps forward on silent feet. Cautiously, she reaches down to place a hand on the man. Dead. The gems on his fingers are dull. The inner fire that had lit them before is gone. The stones are as lifeless as his body. Not a crack or splinter mar the multifaceted surfaces. 

			Strange, she notes, brushing her fingers over the amulet. Without the will of the Thief’s mind to bind the power to those gems, they should have shattered. 

			It doesn’t matter! Shaking herself, Telium disregards the dead man and flees. Heading for the safety of the city, and beyond.
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			After the War 

			Branches creak overhead. The wind making them clack together like old bones. The breeze does nothing to ease the stifling heat. Summer continues to keep the land in her harsh grip – wilting crops, killing stock and fanning wildfires. Those smaller trees and shrubs without deep, ancient roots and arching branches hang limp in the heat, hanging onto life by a thread while they wait for the autumn rains. 

			The wood of the bow is smooth in Telium’s hand as she creeps through the trees. Her feet barely make any sound. 

			Her breathing is controlled and even as she scans the undergrowth for her prey. All around her the forest shows signs of the long hard summer: sparse undergrowth and the ground baked solid. Even the air itself is without the telltale smell of damp. Each breath feels dry, like the very air is trying to steal moisture from her body. 

			She winds through the colossal trees. They stand like giant sentinels, silently watching her progress. Between them stand briar bushes, odd herbs and massive plants with vibrant, heart-shaped leaves the size of a man. A seemingly innocent plant that got its name ‘silent rain’ from the miniscule toxic needles it produces, killing anything that gets close to it and feeding its roots with the corpse. 

			Telium weaves through them without a backwards glance. With feline grace, she steps out from behind a tree. In front of her, a small stream winds lazy. Its gurgles cheerful and clear, the sound at odds with the atmosphere of the forest. 

			With its back turned, her prey doesn’t see her coming. Telium’s bowstring groans as she pulls the arrow back until the fletched feather brushes her cheek. Aiming for the heart. Her breath whooshes gently out of her pursed lips. Her prey bends to drink from the water and—

			A bird bursts from the trees close by. Down the length of her arrow, Telium watches the deer start and bolt. She tracks it for a moment, the metal tip of her arrow marking its flight. But she isn’t willing to waste one of her precious arrows by missing. 

			With a sigh, she lowers her bow, watching the deer disappear between the trees. It is limping slightly, something she picked up from its tracks. It won’t get far without needing to rest. Telium takes a long exhale through her nose, praying for peace. 

			Dropping her bow and quiver, she pads to the water’s edge. A shadowy presence hovers over her shoulder, stroking her restlessness with ebony-tipped talons. As she has for the last moon, Telium studiously ignores it as she stoops down to fill her waterskin. 

			The water is cool against the heat of the day and Telium splashes the sweat from her face. Rocking back on her heels, she looks up at the sunlight flickering through the canopy of her forest. A light breeze dances through the trees, making the leaves shiver and licking Telium’s wet skin. 

			A crash sounds behind her. Something explodes out of the trees hard and fast. Adrenaline spikes through Telium’s body, putting all her senses on high alert. Sharpening the smell of damp earth and greenery. 

			Without hesitation, she spins, pulling a dagger from her bandolier. The beast rushing for her stops its charge. Huge talons dig into the dirt as it comes to an abrupt halt. Yellow, feline eyes watch her obsessively as the beast settles into a crouch; cautious but not dissuaded. 

			Telium knows what the creature is. A falkir. A towering, panther-like creature that looks like something Tenebris has dragged up from the Underrealm, morphed with a dragon and hunger-made flesh. Its dappled grey and black coat ripples with muscle, but its legs and belly are sheathed in motley scales. 

			The hind legs are particularly grotesque. Bending at an odd angle like that of a goat. But they give the animal a powerful burst of speed. 

			Readjusting her grip on the dagger, Telium eyes the towering antlers protruding from the beast’s head – a male, then. They could easily gut her with a swipe. So could the talons that end the scaled feet, deadly sharp and black as night. 

			Not to mention the set of canines protruding over its lower jaw that are as long as her dagger. 

			Slowly, so slowly, she reaches for the blade at her hip. The falkir’s eyes gleam with predatory intent. Behind it, its armoured tail swishes back and forth like a house cat. The deadly tip scraping in the dirt. 

			The creature pounces again, lightning quick. Telium throws herself out of the way, swiping at it as she goes. The claws of the falkir miss gutting her by a hair’s-breadth. Her blade, however, hits its mark, leaving a long, stinging line in its wake. 

			Telium slips slightly, ankles straining as she fights to keep upright on the mud edging the stream. She can hear her heartbeat in her ears, taste the warm forest air on her tongue.

			The falkir hisses at her, sounding like the dragons of old. Telium screams a wordless challenge at the creature in front of her. Throwing her arms wide, brandishing her weapon.

			Black talons knead the mud. The falkir snarls, the sound rumbling in Telium’s chest. But she holds her ground, keeping her arms spread and weapon at the ready. After another strained moment, its eyes drop that intense, predatory look. Turning to the water, it crouches down and laps at the stream.

			Telium backs away slowly, panting with exertion. The threads of her mind thrash in time with her pounding heart. After a beat, the falkir prowls off between the trees, hissing with frustration. 

			For long moments, she stands there, allowing her racing heart to calm. Still not believing her luck held.

			Glancing around, Telium half expects to see Tenebris, the Dark Goddess, watching over her. With a heaving sigh, she allows her muscles to relax. She gathers up her bow and quiver, and sets off at a jog, letting the ancient trees swallow her whole. 

			[image: ]

			The heat of the day has reached its peak when Telium arrives at the enormous hollow tree that makes up her home. Her fingers brush the black scorch marks as she passes through the makeshift door. 

			The burn marks zigzagging across the tree’s side tell the story of its demise at the hands of a lightning storm. The door creaks as she closes it behind her, shutting out the view of her little garden full of vegetables and poisonous herbs. 

			Sighing, she tips her head back and rolls her neck to ease some of the tension there. Tiny pinpricks of light filter down through the mottled roof. Telium frowns. 

			That had been the hardest trick to master: creating a roof to block out the elements. Even now, years later, a wild thunderstorm could pull away branches and dried mud, letting the rain in like a miniature waterfall. 

			Telium lets her breath out gently between pursed lips. In the dim light her eyes shine like a wolf, reflecting what little sun reaches the floor level of her home. Above, a small loft-like space holds her bed of furs and more weapons. She barely uses it though, preferring to sleep on the ground floor. It is warmer in winter with the fire and at least moderately cooler during the scorching summers. 

			Moving around the small, open room she lights shoddily made candles – she has gotten used to the smell of animal fat by now. Her progression slowly reveals the rest of the space. The candlelight dances along the curved walls of the inside of the tree, oiled and polished to a gentle gleam. 

			The majority of the space is pockmarked with small nooks and hollows, all of which are filled with different items – mostly a startling assortment of weapons. All pilfered from the corpses of the soldiers who have hunted her. But also cured furs, bunches of dried herbs, even a small collection of interestingly shaped stones. 

			It is a far cry from the lavish palace chambers of the Siren Queen’s assassin, her most trusted advisor.

			She plops down on her furs with a huff. Drawing a dagger from her bandolier, she holds it up for inspection. Turning it this way and that in the dappled lighting. Telium catches a flash of her odd, mismatched eyes in the reflection before she bends her head and begins cleaning out her nails. 

			Despite the adrenaline rush from the scuffle with the falkir, she is in a particularly foul mood today. Her sleep was interrupted by haunting dreams of her past. Again. 

			After the first one, she woke up dizzy and disorientated. The repressed memories of her old life like a bucket of ice water to the face, heart aching with long-forgotten pain. After that, it was like a dam in her mind had broken, memories and people crowding into her dreams after so many long winters of silence. 

			For years, she has worked to put her past behind her, to make peace with herself. And she has, or as close to as she will ever get. It is good enough, she told herself. That is, until these goddess-damned dreams. Dragging up memories and emotions she thought long since lost back in her time of madness. 

			Unable to sit still, Telium pushes herself to her feet. Wandering around the room, she runs her hands over items stashed in various hollows. Her bow. A carved wooden bowl. The small cache of herbs hanging to dry in one corner. She picks up her haladie; a beautiful, curved weapon. The blade is double-ended and can be detached in the middle to form two long, deadly blades. Without conscious thought, she straps it to her hip. 

			She pulls a battered leather bag down from another hollow, shaking it free of dust. In it goes some extra blades, dried fruits, balms, salves. Telium realises what she is doing as her hand closes about a worn wooden box. 

			The red ink stains on the edges of the wood seem to taunt her. She has not used the contents of the box since she arrived here. The shadowy presence sits heavy on her shoulders. Eyes watching in the dark. 

			With a curse, she spins on her heels and stalks out the door of her hollow tree home. She strides past her rudimentary garden of herbs and plants. Her deft fingers scratch along her scalp as she walks, untying the intricate braids that keep her hair back from her face. She sighs as the tension eases. 

			A bad omen, ladies in the court would whisper about the bone-white colour when she was a child, for someone so young to have hair of the dead.

			Reaching the dwindling stream not far from her home, Telium dumps her pack at her feet and begins shedding her belts and clothes in a heap. Her blades glint in the light as they leave the bandolier strapped across her chest. The tinkling of steel echoes through the forest. This stream is safer than the one she hunted beside mere hours ago. The water barely reaches her waist. 

			Keep moving – change, change is coming. The feelings pulse in time with her heartbeat.

			Telium stubbornly ignores them and wades into the shallows, the cold water causing goosebumps to break out all over her body. 

			Sunlight glistens on her wet skin, showing off a thick band of blood-red tattoos inked down her spine. The markings curl and twist like smoke. Similar ink patterns track from her hip to the outside of her left knee. 

			As she scrubs her skin, Telium swears she can feel the presence hovering over her shoulder. One that threatens to upset the delicate balance of peace she has found under the leafy shelter of her forest. Even bathing, the hounding sense gives her no peace, stroking her restlessness with ebony-tipped claws. 

			Telium tenses up, head snapping to the side as a laugh echoes through the trees. Barely breathing, she scans the forest. She swears she can feel eyes raking her body. She glances over her shoulder, half expecting to see someone standing on the bank. Finding it empty, she cautiously calls on the darkness inside her. It enhances her eyesight and hearing. The wind whistles quietly through the trees, rustling leaves. 

			Nothing. 

			‘You really need to get some sleep,’ she groans, rubbing her eyes. Or do you need to find what is haunting you? 

			Strange that she has found a semblance of peace in the quiet dark of her forest, and now, something seems Tenebris-bent on chasing her out of it. She has buried her lust for revenge, her bitterness, the sense of betrayal, so deep in her soul that not even her own personal demons could reach them. Telium has told herself she is content with her life here now. Over and over again, until she began to believe it. 

			Now, she sloshes up the bank. Dripping wet, Telium stands a moment, indecision gnawing at her. She steps in the direction of her discarded pack, hesitating again. Her fingers drum out an irritated rhythm on her thigh. She swears she can feel dark eyes on her, watching, waiting. 

			Her frustrated growl splits the silence, ‘For the love of Tenebris, leave off.’ She rolls her eyes with a huff. 

			She stoops to gather her clothes and weapons, getting dressed in quick succession. Pursing her lips, she rubs her thumb over the leather starting to wear thin on her bandolier. Her knives clink together softly as she buckles on the rest of her belts.

			She curses and seizes her bag before she stuffs her feet into boots and jams her pack over her shoulder with an annoyed jerk. A soft thump makes her look down. Telium stills at the dust-covered box that has fallen at her feet. 

			I thought I had left that behind. The red stains stand out harshly in the dappled sunlight. The skin along her spine tingles. Are you really going to leave the sanctuary of your forest after all this time? Because of some feeling you’ve been having?

			Without giving herself time to second-guess the decision, she snatches the box up and stuffs it down the bottom of her pack.

			She prowls off, stalking between the trees.
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			As her long strides eat up the distance, Telium’s mind wanders. The idea of possibly leaving the forest after so long sets her slightly on edge, loathe though she is to admit it. There was a period of time here that she doesn’t recall; time she spent succumbed to her darkness. 

			Praying the journey will quiet her sense of unease, she forces herself to keep moving. Besides, how long has she been secluded in here? Half-a-dozen winters, at least. The memory of the first time she entered, and why she stayed, surfaces.

			Telium shakes her head, banishing the images of those days. They were long ago, and nobody with malice has set foot in her forest for more winters than she can recall. Still, her time in madness is always shifting, the memories like smoke, twisting and gauzy. How long had the darkness ruled her mind and body?

			Despite the small semblance of peace she found here, the forest has changed her. In the palace halls, she had been sly, cunning. The darkness of the forest and the draw of that beast inside her has sharpened her edge into something else; something crueler and more feral than before, hidden though it is beneath her serene surface. 

			Dappled sunlight tracks over Telium’s face as she walks, meandering along, still not convinced she should leave. Out of habit, she throws her mind out like a net. The trait is not linked to any Thief she has ever known. 

			Still, it’s one she has built and honed over years of practise. Fighting for dominance over her darkness with black determination, refusing to allow it to control her. It allows her to feel her surroundings – sense the life-force of everything within her net, from the tiny pinpoints of strength belonging to small mammals, to the colossal trees she wanders through. They feel like the warmth radiating off a hearth fire: controlled and comforting, yet still something that can roar out of control and destroy. 

			She pauses by a rather plain-looking plant but for the dark purple on the underside of its leaves and strong lavender scent. Telium knows it tastes of orange, and if dried, crushed and mixed with wine, it puts a person into a death-like trance – useful for smuggling people, but if the antidote is not administered within half a bell, a person will die in earnest. 

			At the palace, she’d had an affinity for poisons, and the fascination remained. A low form of assassination perhaps, but Telium did not play for honour. She played to win, whatever the cost. This brutal efficiency quickly gave her a reputation at court.

			Tutting at the direction her thoughts have wandered, Telium draws up the Gifts of a Blood-Thief, infusing her limbs with strength and speed. She pushes into a sprint and flies across the ground as if she can outrun her memories. 

			She hears their whispered words. Different, demon … Other. 

			As an orphan child, Telium had been hurt by their cruel words. But as she inched towards womanhood, whatever lurked under her skin began to surface. Talents she should not have begun to manifest, she became exactly what those vapid courtiers called her. Tenebris Kin. 

			The old slur makes Telium’s heart ache with emotion so strong it forces the air from her lungs. Sorrow, betrayal and rage rake her senses. 

			She flexes her fingers, banishing the phantom pain, her throat burning as if she has screamed herself hoarse. 

			What are you doing, Telium? Where are you going?

			Her eyes drift to where the Orth Rel slashes along the north of Alkoria like a great scar. The ranges act like a natural wall, curving from north to west, shielding the Alkorians from the Fae lands to the north and the Sordu’era dead lands to the west. 

			Her eyes catch on strange little notches in a tree trunk just off the path. Her feet skid to a stop, freezing as her brain takes a moment to understand what she is seeing. With a frown, she steps up to the tree, running her fingers over the cuts in the bark. She cocks her head. 

			‘Target practise,’ Telium murmurs, recognising the holes left by a blade. 

			Turning her head, she spots an area of dirt and leaf litter that has been disturbed. But not by the usual beasts that roam her forest. There are boot marks. 

			With her enhanced speed, she has travelled a great distance, running all day and late into the evening. She is closer to the border of her forest than she has been in years. 

			Someone was here, she realises. 

			The last people she came across under these ancient trees were after her blood. Stupidly persistent soldiers, and a few mercenaries greedy for the reward her head offered. 

			At the possibility of threat, the darkness within her snaps and snarls to the surface. Who dares? Telium grits her teeth as she struggles to restrain it, grappling with the storm internally. With a growl, she shoves them down, locking them in cages of iron will. There they sit, hissing and spitting like feral animals inside her chest. 

			The violent reaction brings a rush of ecstasy and anticipation. Telium does not fear much, but she fears losing herself to her darkness again. Fears the hunger and want that comes with it; the tickling at the edge of her mind that tells her if she is not careful, she will lose herself to it again. 

			‘Must have come from one of the bordering villages,’ she says out loud to distract herself from the roiling in her chest. But who would be bold enough to wander so far into her forest? And why?

			Her eyes scour the area, but finding no other sign of passing, she shrugs her shoulders and begins walking north again.

			This can’t be a coincidence. 

			Her sanctuary has been breached, right at the time she has folded to the dark sense of foreboding and entertained the idea of searching for the cause. Though she can’t say if the intruder has ill intentions, the discovery shakes her, and she feels a burning need to find out why. 

			Lampart it is, then, she decides, naming one of the small towns huddled between the elbow of mountain and forest in the northern reaches of her domain.

			Long moments pass before the darkness settles completely. 

			After she had returned to sanity, Telium was able to comprehend the allure of the things inside her – how they drew her in. Seducing her mind with black, whispered promises. Telium refused to be owned by them, refused to allow them to rule her again. So, she trained. And trained. Hoping that with time and experience she would learn to manage them. That her control over them would be absolute. 

			It is just like learning to wield a knife or a bow, she had told herself, just another weapon. But while her mastery over her darkness grew rapidly, learning new skills and tricks, her control over them did not. 

			If I lost myself to madness again, would it keep me in the forest? Or would it roam? With her dreams of her old life haunting her, she does not want to find out.
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			Early morning light spreads across the canopy of the forest; it causes all manner of beast to crawl back to whatever hole they had come from, as they attempt to escape the rising sun’s reach. On the ground, the ancient trees do their best to hold onto the dwindling darkness; their towering branches cling to the receding shadows, keeping them alive when the sun should have long since banished them. 

			In her chest, her darkness snarls and hisses. It stretches under her skin, filling her. Running ebony-tipped talons over her muscles as their growls skitter along her bones. 

			Telium hurls a dagger at the target with a frustrated snarl. The blade hits dead centre, quivering in the trunk of the tree. 

			Sweat drips down her spine and beads at her brow as her bone-white braid whips about her. Boulders, rocks and weapons litter the small clearing of hard-packed earth, making for precarious footing. But she weaves through the obstacles with lethal grace, booted feet finding the areas between that provide a sure foothold.

			With the fluid grace of a Freedom-Thief, Telium spins, loosing a small throwing dagger at a target far across the clearing. Without hesitating to see if the weapon has reached its mark, she draws another knife from the belt at her chest to hurl at a new target. 

			The restless feeling chases her around the clearing as she trains, ghosts of her past lurking in the corner of her eye or standing in front of a target. Telium grits her teeth and ignores the memories. That life is long gone now – no longer is she the Siren Queen’s assassin.

			As the final throwing blade leaves her hand, she stills, gulping down the sticky summer air, the dust settling around her. Slowly, Telium straightens from her crouch. Her gaze narrows on the target as she approaches, panting gently. She purses her lips and frowns down at the blade, an inch off the mark. 

			She blames the sleepless night before, visions of screaming queens and stone cells haunting her. This morning, phantom chains were still chafing her wrists as she woke. 

			I wonder if she has forgiven me; what would happen if I returned? 

			The thought stings. 

			Her gaze is drawn once more to where she knows the Orth Rel tower stands, guarding them from the lands beyond. 

			Telium travelled all through the night, catching a few bells’ sleep in the quiet before dawn. 

			Every time I wake, I feel restless; hounded by some sense of premonition I can’t quite grasp. 

			Telium fingers the smooth stone of green that has hung around her neck since birth; next to it lays a claw of the deepest shade. 

			Like it’s telling me everything is about to change, that I’ve been secluded here long enough.

			Something stirs in Telium, and she tightens her grip on their chains. They may be a useful tool but still she fears that she may fall back into madness, knowing that it stems from her darkness. The loss of control frightened Telium almost as much as her enjoyment of them. If she revels in the darkest parts of her soul, is she any better than the Mad Fae King across the border?

			A sudden flare of life in the net of her mind catches her attention. Fast and fluid as a feline, she sidesteps from the small patch of dirt and drops to her haunches. 

			Telium crouches in the shadows, her gaze sweeping the forest. She senses all the creatures that slink and crawl and slither through the undergrowth. But there is something else there too. Something that feels more like her. The coils of her mind sweep out, creeping over the soil and rocks, only to rebound off a wall of pure, dominating power. Danger, the darkness whispers. Power. Emotions flash through her, so convoluted her mind cannot rest on one. How in the Dark Goddess’ name …? A devilish grin splits her face. Oh, this will be fun. 

			Spooling the threads of her mind back into herself, Telium calls upon her darkness, keeping it close at hand should she need it. She allows it to sharpen her reflexes and senses. She pulls her cloak from her pack and drapes it around her body, obscuring her arsenal of weapons from view. She draws up her hood to conceal her face, then stands and begins meandering along in the direction of whoever is crouching in her forest. 

			Not wanting to give herself away, unsure if they can sense such power, she keeps the threads of her consciousness coiled tight inside her mind. 

			She follows a worn animal track as it curves around a large tree trunk. Her hand dips into the folds of her cloak, fingers wrapping around a throwing dagger. 

			Her feet come to an abrupt halt and her eyes widen as she gazes at the man across from her. That incessant restlessness that has been haunting her flees before him, not the slightest whisper of an itch left behind. The shadowy presence that haunted her for more than a moon: gone. 

			As he turns his head towards her, she notes the slightly tapered ears. 

			Fae. 
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			The Fae goes motionless as death when he notices her. He holds himself with an unnatural stillness that sparks Telium’s unease. 

			She remembers the tales of the Fae’s inhuman strength, their reputation for being both cunning and wise. During her time at the palace, Telium heard many quiet speakings about Thresiel, the Fae lands to the north. But the subject was not discussed openly by anyone wishing to keep their organs inside their body. 

			The male stands in the middle of the path, hands turned out to show they are empty. He towers over her, despite Telium not being short herself. A plain shirt stretches over broad shoulders and across a sculpted chest. His lightly tan skin sets off his startling blue eyes and deep golden hair. 

			She had a secret fascination with the Fae as a child, something which had brought her no small amount of shame. Yet she had been enthralled by the texts that told of a race far different from the one her Queen spoke about. The books had described their other-worldly beauty.

			Telium is cautiously curious to see this Fae’s face better; wants to know if they really stay unmarred by age despite living hundreds of years. 

			Other words spring to Telium’s mind, describing things other than their looks. All tainted with the bitterness of the Siren Queen’s voice. Greedy, sadistic, arrogant, selfish, powerful. 

			Telium had been a young girl at the time. But she still clearly remembers how after the Fae King’s visit, the Siren Queen had forbidden all passage between the two lands. No-one in Alkoria has seen a Fae since.

			Even the smudge of dirt across his cheek does nothing to dull this one’s beauty. If anything, it enhances his high cheekbones and strong jawline. His travelling clothes – dark trousers tucked into sturdy leather boots – are dirty, but well made. 

			Telium wiggles her toes inside her own self-made boots. The Fae is lucky his feet are too large, else she would rob him blind simply for some new shoes. 

			Completing the male’s look is a hooded cloak, clasped across his chest by an ornate broach, but it does not hide the sword strapped to his side. He holds his hands out, palms up in supplication. Dappled sunlight falls on him, highlighting the dark rings of ink circling his muscular forearm. 

			Shit. 

			Even with her limited knowledge, Telium knows what the tattoos represent – warrior. What in the name of the Goddess is a Fae warrior doing in her forest? 

			‘Who in Tenebris’ name are you?’ she snaps. 

			Her voice is raspy from disuse and her volume too quiet. Too long has it been since she spoke to another being. 

			When he speaks, his voice is like honey: smooth and seductive. It brings to mind silken sheets and whispered promises. ‘My name is Mallux. I mean you no harm.’

			Looking at the male across from her, she cannot help but think that the old scholars have never seen a Fae for themselves; he looks like some long-lost god, standing in the shadows of her forest. 

			Telium does not reply; shifting her feet into a more grounded position, she eyes him from under her hood. Wrestling the snarl building in her chest as her fingers twitch towards her haladie. 

			He takes a tentative step forward, as if afraid he will startle her. ‘Are you from the village?’

			‘Yes,’ she replies, the word sharp on her tongue. Not knowing any other answer to give him. 

			It is a blatant lie. They must still be a day’s travel from the edge of her forest and the closest town. Unwilling to say anything further, she falls into silence. 

			Mallux pauses as if waiting for her to say more, perhaps explain what she is doing out here alone. When she doesn’t, he takes a few more steps toward her, close enough that Telium could reach out and brush a hand across his chest. His scent reaches her, warm and dominating. Like citrus, and fresh bread baked over embers. Her Gifts hiss. 

			His nearness makes her uncomfortable in a way she cannot explain. You have been too long out of human company, Telium, she tells herself. Shifting slightly, she moves her weight onto the balls of her feet – in anticipation of what, she doesn’t know. 

			Mallux glances around like he is expecting someone else to appear from behind a tree. ‘I have a question for you.’ His voice is low and soothing. It irritates her. 

			That is not what she had expected him to say. Curiosity piqued, Telium cocks her head to the side. ‘Well? What sort of question?’ she growls, having the unnerving feeling she is walking into a trap.

			His smile is disarming and too perfect – flashing white, even in the shadows of her forest. ‘A question about your legends,’ he says. ‘In my country, we have heard rumours about a powerful being that haunts this forest – a dark queen with even darker powers. She rules over all the beasts within, haunting the land like a ghost.’

			Telium frowns in confusion. I have never heard my Queen described so. 

			She remains silent as she studies the Fae warrior’s face, looking for signs of deceit. Her lips twitch as she fights a snarl. Her fingers itch to wrap around the hilt of her haladie. 

			‘Do your legends say anything of this?’ he prompts when she does not immediately respond. 

			‘A dark queen?’ Telium scoffs. ‘You must be mistaken, we only have one Queen in Alkoria, and she is not exactly “dark”.’ She smiles at him with venom, hoping to disarm him so he wouldn’t notice the way her voice choked on the words. 

			A slight frown creases his brow, and he narrows his eyes as she continues speaking. Telium is struggling to keep her voice pleasant. 

			‘Perhaps your rumours speak of one of our gods or goddesses, for we have many—’

			‘No,’ he cuts her off. ‘I have heard of your Goddess of Death who rules the Underrealm. I am told she has hair of obsidian and oil. Not her – the one I speak of has the hair of the dead, her power a black storm. When the great army came to raid her forest, she turned the beasts within against them and wore a crown of bones as those still alive retreated in defeat.’ 
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			The Fae’s voice floats by her. He looks at her expectantly, waiting for an answer.

			‘What did you say?’ she asks, her voice croaky. The shadow of blood lingers on her tongue. 

			‘I said,’ Mallux replies, giving her a strange look, ‘your kingdom has not had a queen in near fifty winters.’

			Not for the first time, Telium wonders how long ago she fell out of the Queen’s favour and found sanctuary in the forest. When she bothered to look in the mirror of a stream, the reflection staring back at her never changed and so she told herself perhaps a handful of winters had passed. Still, she is not sure how long she spent lost in her madness – never wanted to seek out that truth. 

			Her heart begins to thud in her ears as she teeters on the edge of understanding. Perhaps she has been here longer than she thought. Much longer. 

			She lifts one shoulder in a casual shrug, forcing nonchalance even as she bares her teeth at him. Under her skin, her Gifts hiss and snarl, twisting in and around each other. 

			‘Yes, well.’ Her voice has grown stronger and now it cracks like a whip. ‘The Siren Queen was the last real monarch to grace our lands.’ 

			She tries to keep her words flat, keeping the familiarity out of her voice when she speaks of her Queen. He is standing so close to her now that she has to tip her head back to look at him. Careful to keep her damning eyes hidden in the shadow of her hood. 

			Mallux’s eyes narrow and his gaze rakes her up and down. The look has her Gifts rumbling in her chest. A snarl pulls back her lips. Again, his brilliant smile lights up his face, the shadow of suspicion gone as swiftly as it arrived. If it were not for her training, she would have missed it. 

			‘And what is a pretty young thing, such as yourself, doing out here in these woods?’ he asks.

			When Telium hesitates, deciding what to tell him, his smile turns predatory. Triumphantly, he reaches for her, pressing close. 

			She brushes his reaching hand aside and steps out of range, discarding her pack in the dirt. She bares her teeth in a snarl as her Gifts snap under her skin and skip along her bones. Telium’s fingers tingle as talons try and fail to take form. 

			Mallux retracts his arm and leans back on his heels, watching her with a contemplative gaze. 

			She keeps her breathing slow and even, returning his stare without flinching. In her mind she takes note of every blade she has strapped to her body but hidden from view. 

			With blinding speed, Mallux lunges forward before she has time to react and grabs her roughly by the cloak. Goddess, he is fast. This close, his scent envelops her again, all warm fires and citrus. Pain spikes up her skull as he twists her hood and yanks the fabric away, exposing her stark white hair and startling eyes. 

			She glares up at him in defiance, ignoring the painful pull of her hair. His grin has the effect of grabbing a cat by the tail and rubbing its fur the wrong way. If she had hackles, they would all be standing on end by now. 

			‘You’re—’

			Telium’s hand shoots out, palm up, cracking him in the face. 

			With a cry somewhere between surprise and pain, he lets her go and takes a step back, hand flying to his now broken nose to stem the bleeding. 

			‘Try that again, Fae, I dare you.’ The words rumble out of her with quiet menace. 

			Telium pulls out a blade, not the throwing daggers she usually favours, but the haladie hanging from her hip. While small compared to the monster weapon on the Fae’s belt, the naked steel is still the length of her arm, its edges deadly sharp. 

			Double-edged blades poke out from each end of the wooden handle, both pieces of steel curving in a gentle wave. Traditionally a weapon carried by roving bands of traders of the Ereak Desert, Telium had fallen in love with it due to the way even the most seasoned soldiers struggled to fight against the exotic blade. 

			Her weapon has been modified – the blades longer so it is effective against both swords and poleaxes, as well as daggers. The hilt has been specially crafted to unlatch and fold in
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