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MAGIC OF THE FAE

Survival isn’t guaranteed. Magic isn’t eternal. And destiny isn’t merciful.

Reya never asked for a crown. She never wanted to lead the remnants of a shattered kingdom. But when goblins raze her homeland, leaving nothing but embers and echoes of the past, escape is the only option. Her parents’ final act opens a portal to Earth—a desperate bid for survival.

But Earth is no haven. It is a war-torn wasteland, where distrust reigns and magic withers. If the fae cannot reclaim their power, they will fall—not to goblins, but to the ruthless hands of mankind.

With Ashur at her side—the palace gardener turned reluctant protector—Reya must navigate the ruins of human civilization, forging alliances where betrayal lurks in every shadow. As the veil weakens, one question looms: Will humanity offer salvation, or spell their extinction?

Fate once dictated her path. Now, Reya will carve her own. And this time, destiny bows to her.
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SMOKE CHOKED REYA DAWN, thick and acrid, clawing at her throat as she stumbled across the uneven, soot-dusted floorboards to slam the window shut. Her hand trembled on the wooden frame, slick with condensation and grime. The icy draft cut through her skin, but it was the scene outside that froze her breath mid-gasp. The air was alive with the bitter tang of burning wood and metal, mingled with the sickly sweet stench of charred flesh.

Once, the view from this window had been a living canvas of vibrant green fields, rippling like silk under golden sunlight. Wildflowers had painted the landscape in dazzling bursts of color, their delicate fragrances carried on soft, playful breezes. Beyond them, the ice mountains had loomed like silent guardians, their pristine peaks glimmering with an ethereal radiance, whether drenched in sunlight or moonlight.

Now, all that beauty was swallowed by desolation. The fields were blackened wastelands, their fertile earth cracked and bleeding tar-like sludge. The floral rainbows had been obliterated, replaced by curling smoke that stung her eyes and turned the world gray. Even the majestic ice mountains bore the scars of destruction, their snow-packed faces smeared with streaks of toxic ash that hung heavy in the air.

No one dared venture far enough to measure the devastation, but rumors whispered that only their castle remained. The goblin horde left nothing untouched. Fields, forests, homes—it all fed their greedy appetite for ruin. These squat, gnarled beasts were relentless, their grotesque faces contorted into mockeries of glee as they burned, tore, and consumed. Their war cries were guttural, a sound that grated on her ears even through the thick stone walls of the castle. And their hunger? Insatiable. Every fae was either bled dry on their blades or roasted alive, the crackle of their flesh blending with the triumphant howls of their executioners. These monsters weren’t just at the gates—they were an infestation, and they were almost here.

Reya slammed the shutters closed with a resounding thud, her chest heaving as though the smoke had invaded her lungs. The cold stone wall against her back offered little comfort as her heartbeat thundered in her ears. Precious few of her kin remained, huddled behind these battered walls. This was the last stronghold. They all knew it.

“Reya, your parents wanted you in the courtyard,” Lily, her lady-in-waiting, chided, her voice edged with urgency as she packed bag after bag. The flickering torchlight cast restless shadows across her face, emphasizing the tightness in her expression. She clutched her hands together as if trying to steady herself, but the tremor in her fingers betrayed the fear threading through her heart.

Reya nodded, a careful, measured gesture, though inside, her thoughts churned like a raging storm. She had no intention of simply obeying. Not without speaking to them first. If they expected her to leave without question, they were sorely mistaken.

She inhaled sharply, the breath of earth rising from wet damp stone and melted wax mixed with the crisp night air. Her pulse quickened, a drumbeat urging her forward. She needed to see them. To look into their eyes and read the truth they wouldn’t speak. Was there truly no other way? No escape, no loophole, no mercy?

Time slipped through her fingers like grains of sand, each second stretching impossibly long, yet vanishing too fast. The world seemed to tilt, the echo of expectation pressing against her chest.

She needed to act. Now.

She flung the bedchamber doors open and was instantly engulfed by the chaos of the corridor. Shouts echoed against the high ceilings. Every corner burst alive with movement. The guards barked commands, their voices sharp and urgent, while courtiers and attendants rushed past, their expressions hollow and pale. The flickering torchlight painted everything in a frantic dance of orange and shadow, lending an air of unreality to the scene.

Reya weaved through the crowd, her boots whispering over the cold, smooth flagstones. The air inside was almost as oppressive as the smoke outside—hot, stifling, and heavy with fear. The noise swelled and receded like waves in her ears, blending into a cacophony of despair.

When she pushed open the carved double doors of the throne room, the solemnity of the space hit her like a slap. The marble columns glinted coldly in the flickering light of the chandeliers, and the air was taut with dread. On the dais, her parents stood like statues of sorrow, their faces etched with the burden of countless lives. Reya stepped forward, her heart pounding not only from her frantic sprint but from the dread of what was to come.

“Reya, what are you doing here?” The king’s voice cracked, raw and jagged, shattering the heavy silence of the room. His words reverberated against the cold stone walls like a hammer strike, pulling every set of eyes to her. The gravity of their stares pressed down on Reya like a leaden shroud, suffocating and relentless.

“There has to be another way to defeat the goblins, father.” Her voice came out more fragile than she intended, trembling like a candle’s flicker in a storm. The taste of smoke and fear clung to the back of her throat with unyielding bitterness.

The king’s expression didn’t falter, but there was a shadow behind his eyes—a grim acceptance, carved deep into the lines of his face. He shook his head, the motion slow and deliberate, like a man bearing the burden of a thousand invisible chains.

Without a word, his answer tilted her world. Pain spiraled outward from her heart as it broke under what had to be done.

Turning to his closest guards, the king’s voice hardened, regaining its authority as he issued the order. “Bring the remaining fae into the interior courtyard.” The guards nodded briskly and exited with sharp precision, their armored footsteps fading down the hall.

Then his gaze shifted back to Reya, and her heart lurched in her chest. “It’s time.”

The words struck her like a blow, robbing her of air. Terror coiled around her ribs, a venomous viper sinking its fangs deep into her chest. She stumbled back a step, her legs threatening to buckle beneath the stress of those two simple words. They had spoken of this plan in hushed tones many times before, their voices tinged with the hope that it would remain a distant hypothetical. But now, the hypothetical was an unrelenting reality.

The air in the room grew colder, as if death itself were creeping closer, drawn by the grim ritual about to unfold. Reya’s gaze flicked to her parents, her mother standing tall despite the pallor of her cheeks, her lips set in a line of quiet resolve. The light from the chandeliers above seemed dimmer now, their once-proud brilliance dulled, casting eerie shadows that danced across the floor like specters.

It would take all of her parents’ blood—every last drop spilled in sacrifice—to open the ancient portal to save the last of the fae. The thought clawed at her mind, leaving behind jagged trails of dread. The portal was a lifeline, yes, but it was also a finality. Once their lives faded, the door would close, sealing off this realm forever. The ancient texts had always said there would be no return, no reversal. A world left behind for ashes.

Reya’s vision blurred as tears welled in her eyes. Her pulse pounded so loudly she could barely hear anything else. Her throat ached from the pressure of unshed screams. The thought of her parents—her mother’s gentle hands, her father’s steady voice—reduced to empty vessels, lifeless and cold, was a horror too great to hold. Yet there was no other way. The goblins were so close now that their guttural snarls and the screech of their blades echoed through the castle walls.

Her chest tightened further, as if the despair of the room was an invisible force crushing the breath from her lungs. Still, she straightened her back and met her father’s gaze, desperate to cling to whatever strength she could summon.

Time had run out.
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ASHUR COLLINS RAKED THE brittle, yellowed grass in the interior courtyard. The dull scrape of the iron tines against the dry earth grated in his ears. The once lush lawn was patchy and sickly, reeking of decay, as if the land itself had resigned to the looming despair. His hands gripped the worn wooden handle of the rake, the rough texture biting into his calloused palms. Each pull sent up wisps of blackened dust that clung to his skin and settled in his throat, tasting of char and ash.

“What the hell am I doing here? I should be out there fighting,” he muttered under his breath, his voice low and raspy, scarcely audible over the distant, ominous clang of the castle’s warning bells. His father had insisted he take care of the courtyard today instead of taking up arms against the goblins.

The toxic air wrapped around him, thick and cloying, carrying with it the bitter tang of smoke and something far fouler—a metallic undercurrent that hinted at blood, though none had been spilled within the castle walls yet. The atmosphere pressed down on him, heavy and suffocating, as if the courtyard itself could feel what was to come.

A storm was building. It resonated in the unnatural stillness of the air, the way even the usual chirp of birds or rustle of leaves had vanished. He was a gardener by trade, not a warrior, even though he was competent with a sword, and he was certainly not privy to the royal family’s plans, but the silence chilled him to the bone.

He raked harder, the physical exertion pulling at the muscles in his arms and shoulders, offering a fleeting distraction from the dread coiling in his gut. He could have waved a hand, letting his magic ripple out in a surge of green, effortlessly restoring the grass to its former vibrancy. But today, he needed the raw, physical strain to keep his hands from trembling.

When the princess stepped out into the courtyard, her presence sent a jolt through him. He froze, gripping the rake tightly as if it were a lifeline. 

Her figure emerged from the murky gloom like a shard of light piercing the oppressive dark. But it wasn’t her appearance that made his breath hitch—it was her eyes. The fear etched in her darting gaze was visceral, almost infectious, and it set his pulse racing. The princess, usually poised and unflinching, looked...lost.

She turned in a circle, her fingers weaving through her hair. The gesture was frantic. Her hand shook as it tangled in strands dulled by the mist hanging in the air. Her gown, once regal and immaculate, hung limply, smudged at the hem with dirt and soot. The sickly light filtering through the overcast sky cast her in pallid hues, draining the warmth from her features.

“Where is everyone?” she asked, her voice cutting through the stillness like a blade. It carried a sharp edge of desperation that made Ashur flinch.

Her eyes locked onto him, and his heart lurched in his chest, slamming against his ribs in a frantic rhythm. He opened his mouth to respond, but the words stuck, trapped behind the sudden dryness in his throat. Her gaze pinned him as surely as an arrow, and in that moment, the gulf between them seemed insurmountable. A lowly gardener with dirt under his nails and sweat dripping down his brow, faced with a princess bearing the fate of an entire kingdom’s survival.

As if summoned by the princess’s question, her lady-in-waiting emerged from the gloom, her slender frame bowed under the bulk of the heavy bags slung haphazardly over her shoulders. The straps dug into her skin, leaving red, angry marks, and her breathing came in labored gasps as she trudged forward, each step kicking up small puffs of dust from the dry courtyard ground. Behind her, at least two dozen fae followed, carrying bags of their own, their faces shadowed and hollow, their expressions tight with exhaustion and barely concealed dread.

Then came what was left of the royal guard, their polished armor dulled by the clinging ash and soot in the air, their boots striking the stones with a cold, rhythmic precision. At their center strode the King and Queen, their presence regal yet weighed down by the palpable despair surrounding them.

“You there,” one of the guards barked, his voice slicing through the tense quiet as he pointed at Ashur.

Ashur froze. The rake slipped from his fingers and thudded to the ground. The sound was faint compared to the rapid thunder of his heart in his ears. He stepped forward reluctantly, the guard’s steely gaze fixed on him like an iron clamp.

The guard shoved a dozen bags into Ashur’s arms without ceremony. The rough leather pressed uncomfortably into his skin. Their weight nearly toppled him as he adjusted his grip, the straps sliding and cutting into his wrists. Before he could steady himself, the guard thrust a sword into his hands. The cold metal shocked him, its hilt coarse and unfamiliar against his calloused palms. The blade’s weight was foreign, an anchor tethering him to a role he never sought.

“You are now tasked with protecting the princess,” the guard growled, his hard stare drilling into Ashur as if daring him to protest. The words coiled around him like chains, heavy and suffocating. Ashur’s stomach clenched, and the sour burn of bile rose in his throat.

Protect the princess? The absurdity of it stung like a slap—he was a gardener, not a warrior.

He adjusted the bags with trembling hands and awkwardly rested the sword on his shoulder. The blade’s edge gleamed dully in the low light. The guard’s eyes remained locked on him, sharp as a knife.

“Go stand by your charge,” the guard ordered, his voice low and dangerous.

Ashur swallowed hard and obeyed, his legs as unsteady as a newborn fawn’s. He stepped next to the princess’s lady-in-waiting, her face etched with weariness as she struggled under her own burden. 

The air seemed even heavier now, thick with fear and the scent of desperation. He tried to focus on the mass of the sword and the bags, hoping the physical discomfort would drown out the storm of emotions roaring inside him. But the truth loomed in the back of his mind, undeniable and chilling—he was no protector, and the storm wasn’t coming. 

It was already here.
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REYA HUDDLED CLOSE TO Lily, seeking comfort in the calming scent of lavender that clung to Lily’s cloak. The guards behind them shifted uneasily, their armor clinking with a discordant rhythm against the tense silence that hung in the air. The stench of steel and sweat tickled Reya’s nose as she glanced at the sparse crowd and swallowed down her own dread.

Her gaze drifted to the man now standing on the other side of Lily. The edges of his white hair clung damply to his forehead, glistening under the tempered sunlight. A trickle of sweat rolled down his temple, catching the light like a fleeting star. The rosy hue of his cheeks stood out sharply against the pale, solemn faces around him, like a splash of warmth in a world of gray. His bright slate-colored eyes roamed the crowd, their piercing clarity igniting a flicker of something undefinable within Reya. Then they locked with hers. His lips curved into a smirk, a boyish expression that contrasted the grim heaviness of the moment. He shrugged, the motion causing the straps of his bags to creak softly as he adjusted the weight on his shoulders.

She tried to recall his name but couldn’t. Still, he was memorable—how could he not be? She had noticed him tending the gardens, the sun warming his skin to a deep, golden bronze. There was something timeless about the way he moved, as though the earth itself responded to his presence.

Her parents crossed to the ancient archway ahead, their footsteps heavy against the worn stones. The crowd behind Reya sank to their knees in unison, the rustle of fabric and the whisper of prayers blending into a solemn chorus. The cold weight of expectation settled on her shoulders as the king, her father, turned to address the group.

“Rise,” he commanded, his voice cutting through the tension like a razor. The authority in his tone sent a ripple of resolve through the gathered fae. His eyes, sharp as a hawk’s, bore into Reya’s as he spoke again. “Remember your destiny. Lead your people to the promised land and never forget that royal blood runs through your veins.”

Reya’s heart twisted. A dull ache radiated through her chest. She swallowed hard, forcing down the lump that rose in her throat. The sting of tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked rapidly, unwilling to let them fall.

Her mother stepped forward. The jeweled crown in her hand caught the sunlight and cast tiny rainbows across the stones. The clink of the metal echoed in Reya’s ears as her mother placed the crown upon her head. 

Its weight was suffocating with the implications of this moment. A moment she didn’t believe would ever come to pass.

“Trust your heart,” her mother whispered, her voice trembling with a rare vulnerability. The scent of her perfume—a blend of jasmine and something faintly citrus—lingered as she fastened her weapon belt around Reya’s waist.

The queen’s guard approached, his boots heavy against the stone, and handed over a quiver brimming with arrows and the gilded bow Reya had practiced with until the pads of her fingers turned from raw agony to calloused tools of precision. She slung the quiver over her shoulder, the strap biting into her skin, and adjusted it to ensure the arrows were within easy reach. Her mother’s sad gaze met hers, the gravity of unshed words hanging between them.

The warmth of her mother’s embrace enveloped Reya for a fleeting moment. The softness of her silk-clad arms and the familiar scent of home made the inevitability of their parting all the more unbearable. 

“Be strong and choose your king wisely,” her mother said, her voice both a plea and a command. She lingered for a heartbeat longer before stepping toward the archway.

Her father’s arms encased her, a rare show of affection that made her chest tighten painfully. His grip was firm, his presence a bulwark against the storm that loomed ahead. When he released her, he handed over his crown and sword, signifying the passing of the throne to Reya in front of the remaining fae.

The jeweled blade was cool in her palm. Its weight nearly buckled her knees as she grasped it. The crown sparkled with an almost mocking brilliance. Together, they were heavy with far more than just metal—they carried the lives of her people, the legacy of her bloodline. 

Reya straightened her spine, even as her chin quivered and her determination wavered.

He snapped his fingers; the sharp sound echoed through the still air like a crack of thunder. A page stepped forward, his boots scuffing against the stone floor, and placed a thick tome into the king’s waiting hands. The book’s leather cover was worn, its edges frayed and corners softened by time. A lingering trace of aged parchment wafted toward Reya as her father handed it to her. 

“Our history.” His voice was heavy with the expectations of generations.

Reya’s fingers trembled as she accepted the tome, its surprising heft pressing into her palms. The leather was cool and smooth against her skin, except for the ridges of embossed symbols that seemed to pulse under her touch. She gulped down the lump in her throat, the motion tight and uncomfortable, and clutched the book to her chest.

“Know that we love you and will always be with you in spirit,” her father whispered in her ear before he backed away.

He nodded, the movement slow and deliberate, before stepping toward the ancient archway. The stones hummed, as though anticipating the ritual. He drew a jeweled blade from his belt. The gems embedded in its hilt caught the dim light, scattering fractured rainbows across the walls. The sharp edge gleamed with a cold and unforgiving promise. 

He held it out to her mother, the gesture solemn.

The queen hesitated, her hand hovering over the blade as if reluctant to touch it. Her chest rose with a deep inhale, the sound of her breath steadying Reya’s own racing heart. When she finally grasped the knife, her fingers curled tightly around the hilt, knuckles whitening.

An ancient spell tumbled from her lips. The foreign words vibrated in the air like the low hum of a distant storm. With a swift, practiced motion, she raked the blade from the king’s elbow to his palm. The cut was deep, and crimson welled up instantly, spilling over his skin in rivulets.

Reya’s stomach churned as her father’s jaw tightened, his teeth clenched against the pain. The sharp hiss of breath cut through the silence.

He took the blade from her mother and chanted the same spell. The words rolled off his tongue with a rhythmic cadence, each syllable carrying an almost tangible weight. The blade sliced through her mother’s arm in a mirrored motion, the sound of steel against flesh sharp and visceral.

Reya’s breath hitched as the queen’s blood joined the king’s, the mingling scents of iron and earth filling her nostrils.

Together, they turned to the archway, their faces pale but firm. The stones seemed to drink in the blood as they swiped their arms across the rough surface, leaving streaks of red that glistened in the dim light. The spell grew louder, their voices overlapping in a haunting harmony that sent shivers down Reya’s spine.

They threaded their fingers together between them, letting their lifeblood fall to the earth. The crimson liquid dripped steadily, pooling at their feet and spreading outward, the dark liquid gleaming like molten rubies.

Reya’s fingers tightened around the tome as if the book of their legacy could shield her from the ritual unfolding before her eyes. But nothing could have prepared her for the devastation rising in her soul.
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ASHUR’S EYES WIDENED AS crimson poured from the king and queen’s arms, the thick, glistening streams pooling at their feet. The copper tang of blood filled the air, sharp and nauseating, making his stomach churn. His gaze darted to the princess, her face pale and drawn, a single tear carving a glistening path down her cheek. The silence was suffocating, broken only by the drip of blood hitting the stone floor. No one spoke. No one moved. The silence steeped in their inaction pressed down on Ashur like a physical force.

He opened his mouth to object, to cry out against the madness unfolding before him, but the archway shimmered. A soft, otherworldly hum filled the air, silencing him as if the sound itself had stolen his voice. The shimmering wall between the king and queen pulsed, its surface rippling like liquid silver.

The king and queen dropped their hands, their bloodied arms hanging limply at their sides. The king’s commanding voice cut through the tension. “Go.” His tone left no room for hesitation, even as he turned back to the ancient chant, his voice blending with the queen’s in a haunting harmony.

Ashur’s heart clenched as the princess swallowed audibly, the sound unnaturally loud in the oppressive quiet. Her shoulders squared, and she stepped forward, her movements deliberate yet hesitant. The shimmering wall seemed to part for her, its surface rippling as she passed through. Her lady-in-waiting followed closely, her steps quick and light, as though she feared the portal might close behind her. The rest of the people moved in unison, their collective footsteps a soft shuffle against the stone. One by one, they disappeared, their forms swallowed by the shimmering barrier until only Ashur remained.

He stood frozen, his gaze locked on the king and queen. Their faces were pale, their expressions resolute despite the blood that continued to drip from their arms. The air around them seemed heavier, charged with the significance of their sacrifice.

A sudden commotion behind him shattered his trance. The clash of steel and guttural snarls sent a jolt of adrenaline through his veins. He spun around, his breath catching at the sight of goblins breaching the courtyard. Their twisted forms moved with terrifying speed, their weapons glinting in the dim light. Without thinking, Ashur’s feet propelled him forward, his boots pounding against the uneven ground.

He charged through the archway just as the whistle of a javelin cut through the air. The sickening thud of metal piercing flesh made him glance back, his heart plummeting as the king collapsed, the weapon protruding from his chest.

The queen’s scream was drowned out by an explosion that rocked the space behind him. The force of it sent him sprawling, the ground beneath him rough and unforgiving. Dust and debris filled the air, stinging his eyes and clogging his throat as he scrambled to his feet. The magnitude of what he had just witnessed pressed heavily on his chest.

Ashur’s gaze swept over the huddled crowd of fae, their expressions a mixture of fear and exhaustion. Faces smeared with soot and streaked with tears stared blankly at the ground, their postures slumped in defeat. The rustle of their tattered garments mingled with the soft, hollow sounds of their whispered prayers. Smoke clung to the air around them, an unrelenting reminder of the destruction they had fled.

He tore his eyes from the crowd and scanned the barren, blackened expanse that stretched endlessly before them. The landscape was a desolate sea of charred remnants, the skeletal remains of trees clawing at the sky like blackened fingers. Patches of scorched earth smoldered, sending thin tendrils of smoke spiraling upward. The air was heavy and dry, filling Ashur’s throat with a bitterness that made him want to retch.

Jagged edges of broken stone dug into the soles of his boots. A dull orange glow hung on the horizon, casting long, distorted shadows across the wasteland. It wasn’t the warm, golden hue of a sunrise; it was the eerie light of an ever-burning fire, a cruel mockery of life and warmth.

This isn’t paradise.

The thought clenched like a vise around his chest, squeezing the air from his lungs. This wasn’t the sanctuary they had been promised, the verdant landscape painted so vividly in the tales of old. This was a hellscape, blackened and lifeless, worse than the land they had abandoned. The fallout from the betrayal settled heavily on Ashur’s shoulders as he tried to reconcile the stories with the harsh reality before him.

The silence pressed in, broken only by the low, mournful sigh of the wind as it swept across the wasteland. Ashur’s fists clenched at his sides, the rough fabric of his sleeves brushing against his skin. His heart pounded in his chest. Each beat a drum of frustration and despair.
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REYA’S JAW SLACKENED, HER breath catching in her throat as her wide eyes took in their new world. A world that seemed to mock every promise she had been given. The air was thick with a strange, bitter odor, burning in her nostrils and scratching at the back of her throat. The grit of fine dust clung to her skin, carried by a hot wind that whispered like a warning across the desolate plain. The sun hung low in the sky, its harsh light casting everything in a washed-out glare that made her squint.

She turned just in time to see the gardener hurtling out of the portal. His limbs flailed as he was unceremoniously deposited onto the cracked earth. A cloud of fine mist trailed behind him. 

The portal shimmered one final time, its luminous edges pulsed before disintegrating into a sparkling vapor that dissipated into nothing. The lingering scent of ozone marked its absence, a cruel reminder that they were now stranded, utterly and irreversibly. This inhospitable place seemed more like an exile than the salvation she had been promised.

Earth had been described as a land of abundance: lush vegetation carpeting the ground, rivers and lakes sparkling like jewels under a clear blue sky. Glittering cities rose in majestic spires, with mountains that kissed the heavens. She had imagined the soft, cool touch of its air, so clean and welcoming. A realm of bounty and vitality, untouched by the decay and oppression they had fled. But standing here now, the reality struck her like a blow.

“What the hell is this?” Quinn Moondove spoke, breaking the stunned silence. His glare pierced through her before he spun, taking in the bleak scenery.

She ignored the arrogant ass that had been saved by her parents’ sacrifice and raised a trembling hand to shield her eyes. She scanned the horizon again, her heart sinking deeper with every passing moment. In the distance, a mountain range loomed, its jagged peaks almost obscured by a thick haze that clung to the landscape like a suffocating shroud. The mountains should have been majestic and inviting, but instead, they looked distant and forbidding, their outline distorted by the undulating waves of heat radiating off the scorched earth.

“I know it doesn’t seem ideal, but perhaps we will find what we need in those mountains.” She nodded toward the distant peaks poking toward the sky.

The ground beneath her boots was barren and cracked, each fissure a silent testimony to the land’s lifelessness. Stray tufts of dry, brittle grass poked through the fractured soil, their brown, withered stalks bending feebly in the wind. The air itself seemed hostile, heavy with a dryness that sapped the moisture from her lips and left her tongue parched. Reya’s fingers curled into fists around the book in her arms as a dull ache grew in her chest. Perhaps, she thought with desperate hope, they had simply landed in a forsaken corner of this world—an anomaly, not the true paradise she had read about in history books. That hope was a fragile shield against the wave of despair threatening to drown her.

Her gaze swept over the ragged group, each face worn with exhaustion and grief—except for Quinn. He stood apart, carrying himself with an air of superiority, as though his royal blood made him more sacred than the rest. His blatant arrogance grated on her.

The rest of the survivors huddled together, their once-pristine garments now torn and dust-streaked, clinging to their frames like ghosts of the lives they had left behind.

Reya’s eyes locked on the gardener, his sun-bronzed skin smeared with ash and streaked with grime. His eyes glinted with a truth too raw to voice—a haunting knowledge that mirrored the ache in her own chest. As he navigated through the remnants of their people to stand at her side, the shuffle of his boots over the cracked ground seemed loud in the oppressive silence.

“My Queen.” His steady voice lowered. He dipped his head in respect, but his gaze never wavered, anchoring hers in its unflinching intensity. The words resonated deep within Reya, vibrating in her bones like the aftermath of a powerful chord. His voice carried a warmth that cut through the cold desolation around them, stirring something in her soul—a fragile flicker of solace in stark opposition to the barren ruin encasing them.

Quinn scoffed at the gardener’s display of respect.

“What shall I call you?” she asked without giving Quinn any attention to his audible slight.

His lips twitched into the barest ghost of a smile, a fleeting expression that tugged at her resolve.

“Ashur Collins, at your service.” He executed a sweeping bow, the fluidity of the motion a stark contrast to the dull, exhausted movements of the others. The bags on his shoulders slipped and hit the scorched earth with a resounding thud, sending up a small puff of dust that settled almost as quickly as it rose.

When Ashur straightened, any trace of his smile had vanished. His expression hardened; the crushing force of responsibility pooled in the set of his jaw and the crease between his brows.

“I am sorry about your parents.” His voice softened, yet was weighted with genuine sorrow.

Reya’s throat tightened, but she forced herself to inhale deeply. The bitter air clawed at her lungs. Her gaze flickered to the others—each one avoiding her eyes, staring down at the cracked ground as if searching for answers in its jagged patterns.

“I am sorry we were not strong enough to safeguard our kingdom.” The words were thick on her tongue and heavy in the charged air.

Another chuff from Quinn had Ashur sending a searing glare in his direction before he refocused on her with those steel-blue pools she could get lost in.

The truth anchored in her confession pressed down on her shoulders, but the subtle nods of acceptance from those around her offered a hollow kind of unity. Every bowed head acknowledged a truth too painful to deny. She shifted her gaze to the horizon, where a line of mountains rose in the distance, their jagged peaks blurred by a lingering haze. 

She pointed beyond where the portal had spit them out, to the only semblance of hope she could see.

“It looks as though we have a journey ahead of us.” Each word carried the hope of their fallen kingdom. “Perhaps we will find a more hospitable place to rest there.”

She scanned the group, her sharp gaze piercing through the hazy light. Her nostrils flared, catching the musk of sweat and leather. They were moving sluggishly, their weariness etched into every stiff movement, every sluggish glance toward where she pointed. The men seemed preoccupied, their hands fumbling with straps as they saddled the bags—except for Lily. Her lady-in-waiting stood apart, shoulders stooped under an ungainly pile of satchels.

They would never make the trek with such uneven burdens.

“Even out the load,” Reya commanded, her voice slicing through the morning stillness like a taut bowstring. She stepped forward and reached for one of the bags perched precariously on Lily’s narrow shoulder, the coarse burlap rough against her fingers.

“No, Your Highness.” Lily’s sharp refusal startled Reya as the girl jerked away, her voice trembling with apprehension.

Reya’s gaze hardened as she turned back to the group. The intensity of her stare seemed to press upon them, but none of them budged. A hot tide of frustration burned in her chest, mirrored by the flush of heat rising in her cheeks.

“Did you not hear me?” Her words carried an edge now. “We need to even out the load; otherwise, we will not make it to those mountains.” She jabbed a finger toward the distant jagged peaks cloaked in mist, the sight of them looming like a promise of impending trial. “Those overwhelmed will drop from exhaustion before we reach our destination.”

A wave of muttered grumbling rose in answer, a sound that bristled against her nerves. Quinn added an eye-roll as if her request was ludicrous.

“We don’t know whether we will be met with hostile forces,” she snapped, her tone cold now, as if daring them to defy her logic. “And we need to be able to react. Drop your bags right here so we can divvy them up.”

Her words hung in the heavy air like arrows waiting to find their mark. For a moment, no one moved.

Then she drove her authority home. “Everyone needs to shoulder the responsibility. This is how we survive.”

Grudgingly, the group stirred. Boots scuffed against dry soil as bags were shuffled forward, landing in a pile at her feet with dull thuds. The sour undertones of resentment lingered in the air, but she ignored them. She watched as they, including Ashur and Lily, obeyed, their reluctance palpable in their stiff movements.

Rea stabbed the earth with her father’s sword and then bent down, the edges of her skirt brushing the ground as she grabbed a bag. The weight hit her shoulder with a familiar ache, but she adjusted it until it sat securely. She tucked the book and the crown inside, ensuring her bow and quiver remained unimpeded.

“Now, everyone take a bag.” She barked the command with an authority that brooked no argument.

She straightened and reached for another, but Ashur stepped forward, his hand a steadying presence. “I can take your second bag, My Queen.”

She exhaled, not quite a sigh, but a slow release of breath that echoed her weariness. “Another bag will not make a difference,” she countered, her tone softening. She offered her father’s ornate sword to him. “Why don’t you take my father’s sword instead? That way, I will have the latitude to use my bow if need be.”

Ashur’s eyebrows rose in surprise, his hesitation betrayed by the fleeting quirk of his lips. “I already have a sword.”

“Then give it to one of the others,” she replied coolly, pressing the hilt toward him. “And take my father’s instead. You were assigned to protect the crown, so you will have the crown’s sword.”
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ASHUR STARED AT THE king’s sword, the polished metal gleaming even in the muted light. The hilt was cool to the touch, its intricate carvings catching the amber glow of the sun. Then his gaze shifted upward, locking onto the queen’s eyes—deep pools of blue with flecks of lavender that seemed to pierce through his thoughts.

He turned, the crunch of dry earth beneath his boots marking his movement, and handed his sword to the nearest man. The fae, his posture upright and measured, took the weapon with a brief nod. Ashur noted the man’s wiry build and keen gaze, calculating that he seemed capable enough to wield it. His fingers flexed as if reluctant to let go, but then he turned back to accept the king’s sword from Reya.

The blade’s weight settled into his palm, heavier than the one the guard had thrust upon him, its balance familiar yet foreign. The scent of oil and leather lingered on the scabbard, mixing with the crisp tang of the morning air. The sword carried not just its physical heft, but the palpable history and authority it symbolized.

“Wait a minute. I should hold that,” Quinn said, his voice sharp and entitled as he stepped forward, hand already reaching, as if the sword were his by right. His brazenness turned heads—but it was Ashur’s attention he wanted, and got.

Reya moved without hesitation, planting herself between them like a drawn line in the sand. “My father gave that sword to me.” Her voice carried her unwavering choice. “And it is my prerogative to give it to Ashur.” She lifted her chin, defiance sparking in her eyes, daring him to press further.

Quinn halted, lips curling into a sneer. His gaze burned past her, locking onto Ashur with something between resentment and challenge. But Ashur didn’t flinch—he simply shifted the sword onto his shoulder, the gesture careless, almost mocking, as a smirk tugged at his mouth.

Quinn huffed, his expression twisting in petulant displeasure, and stalked off with all the wounded pride of a child denied his favorite toy. Behind him, a few of the nearby fae exchanged glances, the corners of their mouths twitching as they struggled to smother their amusement.

Reya moved again, her skirt sweeping softly against the ground as she reached for another bag.

“No,” Ashur said firmly, stepping forward and catching the strap of the bag mid-motion. The worn leather was rough against his fingers. “There are enough of us to carry the rest. You have a bow and quiver to handle.” His calm voice brooked no argument. He eased the bag from her grip, the tension in her fingers releasing as he took it.

He slung the bag over his shoulder. The straps dug into his already sore muscles. His shoulders rolled instinctively, adjusting to the added weight, though compared to the crushing load he’d stumbled through the portal with, it felt almost manageable. 

He
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