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  Warning


This story takes place in a fantasy version of the early 1800s during a violent war. There will be occasions of homophobia, misogyny, gore, body dysmorphia, sexual assault (off page,) violence, swearing, and general unpleasantness. It won't overwhelm the story but will be present. Please do not read if you aren’t in the right place for these issues.
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William Augustus Vandervult was the fourth son of Viscount Robert Vandervult, raised by luxury and love. William’s mother, Lady Matilda Vandervult, brought her boys up to be poised and fine gentlemen. Though they did not want for anything, Matilda and Robert ensured their children took nothing for granted, either. 
The Vandervults were known for their charity work spread across the Heign kingdom. Orphanages and clinics mostly, so young William learned not to be disturbed by missing limbs or the sick. He found the work of doctors pure in a sense, crucial and hopeful. They possessed the Sight, a gift of magic from the Holy Soul, allowing them to tug on the strings of the world. In a flick of the wrist, doctors healed the injured, calmed the sick, or made peace for the dying.
After a hot day toiling among the clinics, Matilda often said to him, “There are many less fortunate than us, and so it is our duty to share that fortune and rid the world of a little sorrow each day.”
He thought the world of her, and his father, who shared those beliefs. His parents met in a clinic on a summer afternoon tending to children suffering Shimmer Sickness, in fact. However, the Court of Lords his father was a part of were not all known for charity. Occasionally, he eavesdropped on their conversations over the suffocating stench of cigar smoke and liquor. The court gentlemen laughed over atrocities and barked at those who dared to suggest charity.
“If we took pity on every poor bastard, there’d be more pity than gold,” Lord Hornbill loved to claim.
William found so-called gentlemen such as Lord Hornbill to be awful company and never quite understood why his father invited them over for supper.
“There will always be those among society who do not see past their own desires. Those same could rule this world if we allowed them, so occasionally we must invite them for tea and find compromise,” Robert explained to his boys, the oldest of which understood, but William did not. He found many of his father’s phrases peculiar, though that could be because he did not have the same aptitude as his brothers.
He did not know business like Arthur. He could not charm like Richard. He could not absorb knowledge like Henry. William was sensitive, so others loved to remind him. He preferred the company of flowers and animals over people. He could not stomach a hunt alongside his father or brothers. An act many gentlemen found concerning, though he couldn’t fathom why.
Matilda doted over him, though, their youngest and a spitting image of her; fair skinned, a dimpled smile, hair of spun gold and emerald eyes of promised spring.
“I would not stand another dull conversation of proud men spouting nonsense a moment longer if I had my way,” she proclaimed over an afternoon of knitting. He quite enjoyed knitting, finding the repetitive motion soothing while his brothers would have nothing of it. His mother smiled, comforting as morning sunlight. “You, my sweet child, always have interesting tales and thoughts to share. I find that far more fitting than an overly confident man who can wield a rifle or smoke a cigar.”
Matilda was the singular person who found his interest fitting. Though Robert never spoke ill of his boy, he did not expect William to follow in the footsteps of his brothers.
As the eldest and wisest, Arthur would take the title of viscount. Richard held galas across the kingdom to raise money for their charity ventures because, as Matilda once claimed, the boy could charm the britches off the king himself. At seventeen, the Holy Soul blessed Henry with the Sight. He earned a position within Heign’s Magical Society. To study magic among the most renowned mages of Heign was an honor few Vandervults had been offered before. Then there was William, the fourth son who tended to birds with broken wings and cried over books unbefitting of a boy.
“Do not let others find you reading such things,” Henry chastised after catching William huddled at the back of their house library with his nose in a romance novel. “Such books are for ladies.”
“Why?” he asked. “They are poetic and sweet. They tell of love. Can gentlemen not enjoy love?”
The bridge of Henry’s nose wrinkled. Concern trickled through his words. “Do not speak like that to others, either. They will not treat you kindly.”
“Why?”
Henry ruffled William’s hair. “Because it is not the way of things, my dear brother.”
He thought perhaps the way of things were wrong, for no one should be deprived of a marvelous book. They allowed one to explore a thousand worlds in a single lifetime. What could be more magnificent than that?
He would become increasingly grateful for the many lives spent among books, for the life he knew came to an abrupt halt at sixteen.
“He cannot go,” Matilda argued. Her voice carried through the cracked door to Robert’s office. William kneeled and dared to peek inside.
The fireplace was not lit on the mild fall afternoon and the maids had shut the windows. Dusk light glistened against the glass, revealing the warding spells marking the panes to protect against beasts and unwelcome intruders. Fae placed the wards there long before his parents were born, although his family rarely spoke of them. Many believed anything from fae would cause tragedy, but their wards and spells became necessary evils over the last few decades.
However, William found the wards eerily beautiful. They always gave off a faint glow, like dawn barely waking over the skyline, and had yet to fail in their protections. Matilda weaved stories of days before their lifetimes, where monsters didn’t roam the lands. He couldn’t imagine a world without worry, just as he couldn’t fathom how either of his parents stood the smell of the office. Robert’s guests caused the room to reek of cigar smoke and liquor. A glass cabinet containing a dozen foul tasting beverages lined the wall. He would know after Richard convinced him to taste one and he hardly made it to the open window in time to empty his stomach in the bushes outside.
Deep navy wallpaper circled the upper half of the room, designed with twisting morning glory flowers stretching to the ceiling. Ebony wainscotting completed the lower half, save for one wall where a stack of shelves contained dull books that rotted the brain.
Robert stood at a wide black desk, leaning against the same colored cane tipped in silver. His opposing foot tapped impatiently against the floor. Matilda sat on the sofa, a hand against her heart and the other pressed to her head.
William had never seen her so troubled, never witnessed such horror in her eyes.
“This is not our war,” Matilda whimpered.
“This is everyone’s war,” Robert argued and threw the crumpled letter in his hand onto the floor. “The shadowed disciples have plagued our realms for too long. Their summoned beasts are no longer rats dying in cages. We, and our children, have not known the world without their curse, without their fleshed damnations. Should this war continue, an unholy plane may spill upon ours. Calix Fearworn will cast this world in shadow, ending all life as we’ve known it.”
“Do not speak that name in our house.” Matilda pressed two fingers against her heart, as she taught William.
He begged the Broken Soul not to punish his father and prayed to the Holy Soul to forgive him for uttering a blasphemous name. The name of a murderer like the world had never seen, who would never march through the healing sea of Elysium. The Broken Soul would drag his horrors to the depths and the damned.
“Not speaking the name of evil will not defeat it,” said Robert. “Fearworn, and his shadowed disciples, cannot be ignored. The kings of Terra and the lords of Faerie agree: this is no longer a divided war. Our kings require each family to send one man of their direct lineage to the front.” Red faced and ruffled, Robert slammed his cane against the floor. “Richard and I have been deemed unfit to serve. Arthur and Henry offered themselves, but the king denied their enlistments, arguing Arthur is our heir and Henry is studying magic that our soldiers will use to survive. They’re needed here.”
“Does that not count as serving?” Matilda argued.
“No, as Henry will not see the front lines. William must go, as ordered by the king,” Robert said in the stern tone he used on the boys, the one that wasn’t as authoritative as he needed it to be. His expression was even worse, anguished and guilt-ridden.
Matilda wailed like William had never heard, sharp, bitter, and utterly broken. “He is too young. He is our baby.”
“He is sixteen.”
“William is not like our other boys. By the Holy Soul, Robert, he cannot hunt. How can any expect him to take a life? Why would His Majesty choose our William?”
“You know why,” Robert whispered.
Matilda leaned over as if that would grant her more air to breathe. Robert kneeled in front of his grieving wife. He grasped her hand so tightly William worried he’d cause harm, but Matilda returned that force. Her bottom lip trembled, so did Robert’s.
“William will do what he must to protect himself.” Robert’s voice cracked. A tear fell from the corner of his eye. “He’ll learn to survive. He’ll come home.”
That was the first time he heard his father cry. Both of his parents wept, and once he returned to his room, so did he.
William Augustus Vandervult went to war at sixteen, where he became who he needed to be to survive.
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No one knew Death like William. He danced with her most nights, sometimes dared to defy her, though ultimately no power prevented Death from reaping her fill. She was queen, eternal, limitless, especially so here where the stench of death hovered over agonized screams and smoking entrails. 
William knelt among mud, gore, piss, and shit. They seeped into his stained trousers. The scent of burning leather seared his nostrils through the cloth wrapped tightly around his face. A soldier laid before him, insides painting his outsides. Slaughter and stench, vomit and copper, wafted from the open wound. Snow flurries clung to his frozen hair and frostbitten uniform.
Every corpse-to-be he stumbled upon reminded him of years ago, a child listening to war stories told by foolish gentlemen with nothing to do. The fantastical tales high society spoke of never painted reality. They gossiped of heroes and adventures, of glory and the Holy Soul guiding brave soldiers through Elysium’s waters, not shit stained trousers, maggot infested abdomens, and gouged eyes.
“Did we win, Doctor?” the soldier croaked in a puff of white smoke. Blood caked his bruised and chapped lips. His left arm lay a foot away, revolver clutched between blue-tinted fingers.
“We did. The monsters of Lockehold are vanquished and the road to the Deadlands has opened. The war will be over soon and we will return home,” William replied in a carefully crafted voice perfected over five years. The serene and collected tone of a physician meant to ease the pain, and passing, of patients. Some patients.
Blood gurgled in the back of the soldier’s throat. “And I will join them, won’t I?”
“After such a marvelous battle? Of course. King Ellis shall mark this day in history, our names laid among golden plaques within his castle walls. Children will sing of Lockehold’s fall and write of our accomplishments in history books. You will return home a war hero.”
The soldier whimpered a delirious laugh. The dying didn’t want the truth. They sought hope, for Death had her claws in them. Her brisk breath nipped at their necks. A temptress guiding them to the other side, wherever that may be, and so the dying sought comfort, a ledge to uselessly cling to.
He tightened the leather strap securing the rifle to his back. The worn gray leather bag of medical supplies he carried would not be of use. The Sight revealed the interior of living beings, a series of shimmering silver strings coalescing to expose the soldier’s torn muscles, blood bursting from his lungs, and a heart fluttering fruitlessly.
Slipping off a glove, he flexed his fingers among the unforgiving cold, then set his hand atop the soldier’s chest. The strings of the world curled around his fingers, gentle in their caress, even if he willed them to strangle the heart beneath his palm. The soldier offered a curious stare.
“Comfort will greet you in a moment,” William said.
The soldier’s heart slowed, weak as an injured mouse caught between a starving cat’s fangs. With a few short breaths, the soldier’s eyes glazed over, and all went still. Tranquil. An end to suffering. Death swept another away although William knew not where.
He had long since discouraged the idea of Elysium, of the Holy Soul shepherding the compassionate dead to their next life. He couldn’t fathom joy after brutal deaths or supreme beings watching over their miserable existence. If the Souls were real, if all the so-called godly beings ever uttered truly existed, then they were malevolent bastards and he wholly despised them.
He didn’t glance at the dead man’s tags. In his line of work, he needn’t feel for these men, merely care for their wounds, end suffering to those who deserved it, and move to the next. As he did now, shifting through corpses of beasts and man alike in search of the next wounded or dying, but his gaze defied him by traveling north to Lockehold, a midnight black thorn bleeding upon the horizon.
Towers sharpened to deadly points prodded at the gray sky, defiant to the world above. Smoke rose from fires scorching upon long terraces and crumbled ramparts. The Dread Peaks, a range of monstrous mountains, ran along either side of the fortress, tips coated in white, casting a looming umbra over the field of dead. A single path sliced through the mountains. The fortress of Lockehold protected that path for decades, until today. They had won this battle.
If the dead could argue, they would say otherwise.
Snow crunched beneath William’s boots. His medical bag swung from one hand and a revolver itching for a fight in the other. A soldier knelt among the grim ahead. Head bowed, the soldier clutched the hand of another man long dead. The corpse of a spion lay nearby, belly ripped open and green guts spilling out, reeking of rotten meat baked in a summer sun. The grotesque creature was an amalgamation of a spider and a scorpion. Eight-legged, two pinchers, a stinger, too many eyes, and a hard indigo tinted outer shell. The webs suffocated prey or pinned them long enough for a spion to drain them of blood. The spion’s stinger had embedded itself in the deceased soldier’s chest. That close to his heart, the poison worked swiftly.
“Doctor,” the grieving man rose and wiped the snot from his nose. A recruit based on his boyish face, plump cheeks, and bloody, albeit uncalloused, hands.
William tugged the cloth from his nose and gazed at the soldier’s name tag. “Do you require medical attention, Oscar?”
“I feel alright, but this cut was bleedin’ horribly earlier, sir.” Oscar revealed a long wound along his arm. Out here, infections took more lives than fangs and claws.
William retrieved a mixture of herbs from his leather bag. The Sight granted wondrous magic, but magic had always been wild and unpredictable.
The strings connecting the world didn’t always obey commands. They disliked taking orders and preferred kind suggestions. If one pushed too hard, if they pushed themselves too far, requested too much, magic replied and the response was rarely good. He, and all others with the Sight, knew to use assistance when they could, something to ease the pressure of their abilities. For his healing, herbs and potions worked wonders.
After crushing the herbs between his palms, he ran the green paste on Oscar’s arm. The young soldier winced while admiring the wound, stitching itself back together, then healing entirely.
“How does it feel?” He ran a finger over Oscar’s arm, checking for abnormalities.
“Great, sir.”
“Good, now follow me. You do not wish to be here if there are unfriendly scavengers. The medical tents are over there.” He nodded toward the flickering fires. He did a thorough walk through. Nothing could be done for the remaining bodies, and one on his list had been taken care of.
Oscar shut his friend’s eyes and hurried after him. The cold stole the color from one’s skin, making Oscar white as winter itself. Snow clung to the thin layer of brown hair atop his head and his full lips trembled from chattering teeth.
“The bodies of the dead will be returned to their loved ones, won’t they, sir?” Oscar whispered.
“Perhaps. Did he fare from across the sea?”
Oscar’s sniffle gave the answer. Many, like William, were not born in these lands. During the first year of his recruitment, he remained in the Heign kingdom for training. A long year of endless torment. Then came the days of battles that dragged him, and many others, across the sea, closer and closer to the Deadlands behind the Dread Peaks and the monsters summoned within.
“Priests of Soul will retrieve the dead to grant proper burials,” he explained, eyes shifting to the crunch of snow at their back. He feigned looking at Oscar to glimpse their follower; fae scum. He clutched his revolver tighter, and muttered, “Fear not. Your friend may not be home, but he will rest in peace.”
“May the Broken Soul find him true and the Holy Soul see to his rebirth,” Oscar whispered, with two fingers pressed to his heart.
He struggled not to roll his eyes. A friend told him it was uncouth. He didn’t need a lecture from her over his needlessly boorish and unlikable nature. Her words, not his.
“So many dead.” Oscar’s gaze lingered on the decapitated head of a debrak. Titanous monsters, muscled and red as an open wound. They ate men like midday treats and snapped spines easier than flower stems. “At least we ain’t like these poor suckers. Ran himself right into a trap.”
Oscar laughed with a madness to his voice. He kicked the debrak. The head rolled and released a gurgled whine of breath. Oscar cursed and stumbled. William caught the oaf prior to falling into the fatal trick that killed the beast, a fairy ring. Traps created by fae with varying degrees of torment and death laid within, warned only by a ring of mushrooms.
A dry chuckle crept upon them; the pointy-eared vermin William spotted following them. The fae brushed by donning a grin of villainy. She wore a beauty that stole hearts. Complexion perfect even beneath the mess of battle and eyes breathtakingly beautiful, a shade of eternal obscurity against rich ochre skin and white braids woven by starlight. The allure of fae drove one mad, and their personalities were another hoax entirely.
“Watch yourself. We are not immune to fae trickery,” William warned. “Fae are allies, not friends, and it is easy to die at the hands of an ally out here.”
“Y-Yes, sir.”
Oscar shuffled behind William, who kept that hand tight around his revolver, eyes trained on the fae’s back. Waiting. Expecting the worst.
Though mortal kings and fae lords spent months toiling over agreements to prevent the races from slaughtering each other, they did little in the face of a fae’s murderous wrath. Agreeing to fight together didn’t prevent those like Oscar from stumbling into traps. Unfortunate deaths, not murder. The fae always found ways around deals struck, even those that benefitted them.
“A woman,” Oscar remarked with a soured expression, like a toddler sucking on a lemon. “I’ve always known fae to be a rotten bunch, but to send a woman to fight ain’t right. It is a horror waiting to happen.”
“You did not witness their battles today?”
“They were not the ones I was paying attention to.”
“You should. Always.” He gave Oscar a stern look. “The stories spun about fae are tame at best. They torture and curse so as not to kill us with their own hands. Most humans take their lives once a fae is through with them. Do not believe for a second their women aren’t equally vicious. They expect mortal men to underestimate them, and I’ve met many who did not live long enough to regret such decisions. Do you understand?”
Oscar nodded vigorously, then followed to the medical tents without further incident.
A dozen tents had been pitched along the outskirts of the battle, away from filth and along the line of pine trees. Oscar took to helping others outside while William entered.
Heat suffocated the interior. Orbs of flames lit the chaos and stole the chill. The injured spilled from cots to makeshift floor beds of hay and damp cloth. The stench of charred leather and excrement burned the corners of his eyes. Nurses hurried to attend to the worst injured while soldiers scurried past carrying corpses to make room.
“William,” a cheerful voice called.
Charmaine Tuckerton hurried forward, her military uniform seared up to the elbows and caked in crimson. A bandage wrapped around her bald head, and remnants of healing remedies stained her cheek.
Towering over most, Charmaine had little trouble shoving through the masses to wrap William in a tight embrace. “What a relief, you’re alive,” she muttered against his temple.
“I am relieved to see you, too. Has anyone looked at your head injury?” He settled a hand on her temple, catching the strings that felt too tight. She had a concussion.
“Yes, there is nothing to worry about, and we need our medics to tend to the others. I have nothing more than bumps and bruises otherwise. What about you? Are you injured? I wanted to join the initial search, but—”
“Tuckerton!” Charmaine jolted at the shout of the Head Medical Officer, Marsha Montgomery.
Montgomery went by her last name only. Never liked being called Marsha because the men scoffed at her before she entered a room. One of the very few female medical officials of her status, she had to be stern and borderline cruel to survive here. That’s probably why she was barely forty and already gray as a grandmother. She glared from across the tent, wrinkled tawny brown hands covered by the blood of a thrashing soldier she kept pinned to the table.
“Cauterize this wound, now! Move it, man!” Montgomery bellowed.
Charmaine’s expression fell. William squeezed her hand. That was the most either of them could do here. Others would see Charmaine as sick for daring to say she identified as a woman. No one could fathom why one born a man, supposedly mortal representations of the Holy Soul, would want to be a woman.
“Yes, sir!” Charmaine hurried to the back of the tent. Fire crept over her fingers. An anguished cry followed the hissing of flames and smoke.
Removing his jacket and rifle, William joined nurses at a nearby cot.
Hours passed. Darkness settled. Those meant to die, had. They laid in droves outside. Forty among them wore silver shrouds to represent lost fae. Resilient rabble. Forty had been the most fae lives lost in a single battle. Although, once a man spoke of an assault where seventy fell. No one believed him, and as expected, the fae cared little for their dead.
A group of the rotten dregs converged by one of the supply carts, belonging to the human troops. They had no issue stealing, and mortals had long since ceased arguing. Fae were easily outraged and impatient to seek revenge for the smallest slight. A selfish lot. William despised them. Their nonchalance, their disdain, the general lack to feel outside their own greed and lust for mayhem. War was troublesome enough. Fighting alongside the fae made war worse. They were good for one thing and one thing only—
Fuchsia light burst through the camp, followed by a wave of blistering heat. The fae cried out. A series of victorious chants grew in the face of shadows closing in. The fuchsia flames dimmed to flickering sparks within the palms of a pompous fae.
The bastard and his entourage stepped into their kin’s circle. His raven hair sat a glorious mess atop his head, wound loosely at the nape, and roseate eyes brighter than gems. His tattered clothes hung against a muscled form. When he laughed, it was joyous and evil and proved what the fae were good for; fearsome power. Fae wielded magic better than the air they breathed. The pink tinted fire danced between his fingertips, illuminating his suave features. A face that most would look enviously upon.
Perhaps fae were good for two things. They had always been charming to admire, flawless and magnificent. Everything anyone could yearn for, and even what they wouldn’t expect. As much as William, and many others, hated working alongside fae, none denied their grace made the sun shy. Yet another weapon in their long arsenal, a way to deceive lonely and desperate souls.
Charmaine appeared carrying the heavy aroma of disinfectant, wafting from the towel wiping her raw hands clean. “Nicholas Darkmoon,” she whispered, awestruck.
“You speak his name as if we are to be impressed,” he said.
“We should. He’s the son of a High Fae who holds tremendous power. The fae revere him, in their manner, and thus revere his son.”
“All I see is a cursed jackass who likes to show off.”
Sweat dripped from his brow thanks to Nicholas’ infernal flames. The sparks danced over his broad shoulders, flickering at his back like feathered wings. Such magic was unnatural, tainted, and wielded by the enemy they battled against. Thus, the sight of Nicholas put him on edge.
“Lockehold must have had something.” A hopeful gleam caught in Charmaine’s down-turned eyes. “I heard Nicholas was sent more as a delegate, but he has been appearing frequently during important battles. Rumors say he throws tantrums after a boring siege.”
“Only a fae would call any siege boring.”
“If I had to wager, he is in a good mood. Lockehold is the key to the Deadlands. We’ve broken through. There must be little more left to do. We can go home. I can…” Charmaine said no more, less she risks unpleasant interactions with the simpleminded.
“Albie,” William whispered. He hated using that name, but they agreed it was different enough from her deadname that it wasn’t an utter torment to use. He pressed a finger beneath her chin, gentle and nurturing, to break that hopeful gaze away from creatures intent on snuffing it out. “Do not trust hope. She’s a painful and disappointing mistress.”
“Hope has never failed me. Hope gave me you.”
“A group of ruthless boys with a lot to prove and a pained cry brought us together. At most, a dose of dumb luck.”
“Such optimism, William. Where ever did you acquire it?” Charmaine sank to the floor. “I want to sleep through the night and have three meals a day with snacks in between. I want to look like myself, to sing, and dance, and be happy. I want this damned war to be over. I want to go home,” she whispered in a breathless voice others shared in the middle of the night when they believed no one listened. William, too.
He wanted to hope. He dreamed of home, of afternoon tea, his favorite asiatic lilies in the garden, a soft bed, a mother’s comforting embrace, his brother’s teasing laughter, and his father telling him long-winded stories. What he remembered of that, anyway. What he hoped he still loved about normalcy.
He craved the life before suffering, war, and cursed fae, like the annoyed one heading their way with fuchsia flames at his back.






  
  3
Nicholas
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Power surged within Nicholas, a potent chaos forever his promising mayhem, threatening an infinite destruction. He desired to give in, to give Power everything she wanted. Shatter bones. Burn forests. Dry the oceans. Hide the sun. Break the world. Make every beating heart beg him not to take tomorrow and all the days after. This energy, this need, could not be holed up forever, but he was taught to temper the beast. Let her out when necessary, then tighten the noose and don’t let go or she’d take him, too. 
The Dread Peaks sat before him, overrun by beasts of another plane. An unholy plane, the humans called it. He did not believe in the folly of humans, their foolish morals, and wrathful religions. However, he believed in repaying debts. Calix Fearworn declared war against Faerie years ago and Nicholas would eagerly engage.
Lockehold, the shadowed disciples’ citadel of horror, held more than the path forward. Tonight, he had a job to do and he couldn’t wait to let go. The fae and mortal armies stood at his back. They shared a breath when he held out his hand. The eternal flame burning upon his center spread from his fingertips. Mortals called magic the Sight, something gifted from their mundane gods. Nicholas saw it as nature, as natural as rivers and mountains and the beating heart within his chest.
Fuchsia flames lurched from his hand through the sea of monsters and the battle for Lockehold began. The siege lasted hours. He long lost track of the bugs he crushed. Prey wailed. Bodies dropped. Limbs shattered. Gore and death always followed power and he couldn’t get enough. Those were the hardest times to strangle the destructive need for all he wanted was to unleash.
But as he gazed upon the remnants of his mission, a shadowed disciple now barely more than blood and ash at his feet, his power diminished, ceasing the turbulent air and rampant flames that charred the ruined room. The air sparked with life, flames flickered in and out of existence. They settled atop his skin, then withered into lines of smoke. His eyes opened, the fierce hue of pink dimmed.
Around him, his kin watched. They clutched daggers and swords, tips pointed at him, for none knew when one like him—a shade—would lose themselves entirely. When Power took hold and wouldn’t let go, they had to be ready to strike that down, if they could.
“The generals will be pleased,” Nicholas said while digging through the remnants of the shadowed disciples’ robes. He tracked the bastard for nearly two months. His mission was about what the disciple carried, a book of weathered pages stitched together by glistening spion silk.
The half dozen fae around him eased the hands from their weapons, now aware that Nicholas was himself. Snow filtered in through the collapsed ceiling at the edge of the room. Corpses lay strewn about, crushed by debris or splattered against walls. Their stench carried over the heavy musk of the citadel. Nicholas loved the scent of a good slaughtering and the taste of copper on his tongue. He knew little more than that over the last decade, always yearning for a fight, for fun and games, anything to ease the pressure of energy gnawing at his core. Anything to prevent a change that all said was inevitable.
“Our sources were correct. A general of Fearworn’s shadowed disciples carrying a book of monsters,” Duke said. The mortal mentor, forced on him by his father’s orders, surged forward.
“May I, sir?” Duke asked. Nicholas dropped the book into his grasp, smirking when the mentor flipped through the pages and his expression sank. “What language is this?”
“Not one a dense mortal would know.” He snatched the book. “This is the ancient tongue of High Fae.”
Which Fearworn knew, as a High Fae himself… and a shade, same as Nicholas.
The greedy gazes Nicholas received during childhood changed when Calix Fearworn fell to the storm within him. When he threatened to recreate the Collision that opened gateways between the realms of Faerie and Terra. Fearworn yearned for a sinister power, to unleash monsters from another world and seek all realms that may be after, even if that meant destroying their realms in the process.
Though others wanted the power Nicholas had, they also came to fear it, to expect him to fall to Fearworn’s corruption as shades were cursed to self-destruct, one way or the other. Truthfully, he considered following Fearworn’s path more times than he could count.
Fearworn sought knowledge and power. This book proved that. One flip through the pages and he glimpsed decades of Fearworn’s curiosities for the unknown. Among Fearworn’s ranks, he would be encouraged to lean into the worst monster that lived within. However, even his desperation for a good time knew better than to risk throwing himself to madness. He would not be himself afterward, and he quite liked himself.
“I was taught this language before any other. It is a complicated tongue. Translating will take time, however, I am eager to determine how fucked Fearworn is now,” Nicholas added with a chuckle.
“The generals appreciate all the work you’ve put in, Lord Darkmoon,” Duke said. “We would not have won this battle without you.”
“Lord Darkmoon is my father, and save your piss poor pleasantries for one who cares.”
Duke bowed in the typical obedient manner.
Nicholas’ father, Lord Laurent Darkmoon, sought to maintain a relatively civil connection with humans for the time being. Nicholas wasn’t known for civility, so a mortal mentor followed to ensure he didn’t cause too much trouble by teaching him mortal ways.
Duke had been a constant annoyance. Laurent could have at least hired a fuckable annoyance. But Duke had the curse of all humans; age. Wrinkled skin and thin, graying hair that sprouted out of his ears, too. He always thought about tying the man down and ripping out all that affronted him, although there wouldn’t be much left of Duke afterward.
“We should hurry back to the generals,” Duke said. “They have likely sent scouts into the Deadlands by now. The generals will want to move, too, now that Lockehold has been taken. This book is no doubt going to be of great value to us. This war may be coming to an end at last.”
Nicholas couldn’t say he shared Duke’s excitement. If there was one mortal creation he found marvelous, it was war, and mortals were exceptionally prolific at it.
“Look at this,” Blair called.
Nicholas’ sister stepped into the light from a shadowed hallway. Her teeth, jagged as a predator, unsettled any unfortunate enough to gaze upon her. With limbs long as a willow branch, ocean eyes narrowed and cold, skin a pale blue, and hair black as midnight, she was vicious in both words and appearance.
She closed the distance between them in a couple of steps. Her blood-stained fingers snatched the book out of his grasp. “Well, well, won’t Father be pleased about his little pup performing so excellently at playing fetch?”
“Do not act as if you wouldn’t be swift to obey had he not given you the same orders,” he countered. 
“Then aren’t I lucky to know he would never give me such orders. You’re his favorite leashed dog, after all.”
He hated that she wasn’t wrong. Blair came for war first, zealous for the slaughter, and of her own volition. He would have joined, but Laurent had plans. He did not have the same freedoms as she. He was more of a delegate than a warrior, meant to monitor and ensure Fearworn fell to the hands of a fae. Laurent wanted the mortals to be grateful. To show the capabilities of his lineage, but Nicholas couldn’t stop himself from running into the fray on the occasions when he thought he could get away with being disobedient.
Duke cleared his throat. “Shall we return, sir?”
“Oh, this one’s still here.” Blair clicked her tongue as if Duke’s presence offended her. It probably did. She said she preferred her men to be pretty and pathetic. Duke only fit one part of that criteria.
Ignoring her, Nicholas set off. His kin traversed the citadel at his back, searching for any potential survivors. The fae lunged at any sound. There was no life left in Lockehold. Even the structure withered, burnt, and broken. The mortal generals would be displeased. They had mentioned wanting to use the stronghold against Fearworn, but Nicholas wanted to unleash, needed to, really. He thought little of the consequences. Besides, he gained the book, and that would satiate any potential anger.
Approaching the military encampment, he cast the world in a blaze of pink light and announced, “Let us celebrate this victory till morning!”
The fae crowded around a supply cart, clutching the neck of liquor bottles. Blair skipped ahead to join them, linking arms with another woman. The group cheered and raised those bottles high. Arden stood with them, eyes more brilliant than polished rubies. The fair color of his skin made snow appear gray, and the white of his hair drifted over his shoulders as if a constant wind followed. After a long day of bloodshed, the white shade took on a soft red tone.
“Congratulations, Nicholas. You fought well today, as always,” Arden said.
Nicholas captured his waist in a lewd gesture and relished in the hungry kiss he received.
“Lord Nicholas.” Duke cleared his throat, souring his mood in a single sound.
“What now?” Nicholas barked.
“After such a trying battle, is it not prudent to speak with the soldiers?” Duke nodded at the med bay adjacent to them. “You are a delegate of Faerie, sent by Lord Darkmoon himself. The generals, and kings, would appreciate your attention toward the wounded, especially now when we are getting so close to the end. It may set the mortal soldiers at ease, seeing you so clearly on their side.”
“Send Blair for such trivial matters. She loves toying with mortals.”
Blair laughed. “I don’t think so. This is your duty as the oh-so-special delegate of the Darkmoon family.” Caught between two of their kin, she wiggled her fingers dismissively. “Have fun.”
The three scurried off with booze in hand, leaving him with Duke’s expecting attention. He snarled. “What attention would I give those ailing bastards struggling against the inevitable?”
Arden placed a hand against Nicholas’ chest, fingers toiling with the buttons of his blouse. “Nicholas has done more than enough. We have earned an evening of celebration.”
“I do not disagree,” Duke said. “But this will only take a moment. Speak to the soldiers, let them know how grand this victory is, that you slayed a shadowed disciple considered of great importance and we’re far closer to catching Fearworn than ever.”
“Mortals and their cares will always elude me.” Nicholas pressed a kiss to the base of Arden’s neck, whispering against the shivering skin to wait for him. Arden slipped away, and he waved a dismissive hand. “So be it. I’ll speak to the wounded, then you will leave me. If I see your vile mug before dawn, there will be severe consequences.”
Duke bowed and Nicholas stormed toward the tent reeking of human filth. They had an uncanny ability to carry the aroma of a sewer wherever they went. Their weak bodies lay out on cots, broken, bloodied, and bandaged. The medics and nurses toiled over them. A useless endeavor, he always thought. Mortals passed with such ease.
“Mortal filth!” Nicholas twirled his hands dramatically.
Duke pursed his lips in disapproval.
He meandered by the cots, speaking in a high tilted voice like a parent coddling their children. “If you are somehow unaware, I am Nicholas Darkmoon, a delegate of Faerie and your soon-to-be savior. I’ve come with great tidings. As you may have known, Lockehold was of great importance. Some gave their pathetic, insignificant lives to the cause. I’ve been informed that it is a tremendous honor. Though nothing compared to my achievements. I burned one of Fearworn’s shadowed disciples to a crisp, someone high ranking among his wretches. Thanks to that, we’re one step closer to defeating the bastard. Although I doubt most of you will survive to see it, this remains a blessed day.” He cast his gaze from one silent cot to the other, then added, “This is when you applaud.”
No one did, though a disgusting bastard made the mistake of clutching his wrist. Blood slipped over his skin. A frail voice sputtered from a man with blood-stained bandages over what little remained of his melted face. “Please, sir, water,” the mortal croaked.
Nicholas felt life slipping away, the mortal’s energy fading like a forgotten fire. Nothing the medics tried would prevent this soldier’s demise.
The Collision Treaty stopped fae from taking the lives of mortals and making deals with them during war times, but there had always been loopholes. Mortals could offer to make a deal first. Fae could kill mortals already bound to death since their religions found it merciful to end suffering. Most mortals didn’t believe souls left this world forever. Eventually, they returned, so their medics were ordered to ease the passing of those incapable of being saved. To fae, that meant a little torment could happen prior to a final breath.
“I will give you something, but it won’t be water,” he chuckled and reared his arm back. Power twisted around his hand, forming a sharp saber intent on relieving the dreg of a limb.
A gun fired. The iron bullet pierced his shoulder. He cursed. The skin sizzled and burned. Coral mist seeped from the wound, accompanied by bubbling blood, then the bullet slipped out to clatter on the ground. His guttural growl grew when gazing upon the smoking revolver held by a soon to be dead dunce.
“Get out of our tent,” the medic spoke, based on the crimson stained shirt clinging to his muscular form. Sweat clung to the short ends of his blonde hair, carrying the sun’s first rays of dawn. Those jade eyes did not share the same fervor, as wild and feral as a starving beast. He stepped out from behind a cot to stand at the center of the tent, gun raised.
Nicholas hated how he admired the man’s tone figure, long legs and cool white skin glistening beneath the translucent fabric over his broad chest. What a waste of looks on a mortal who would be eaten away by time and death.
“You shot me,” Nicholas hissed.
“You were about to dismember one of my patients. If you try to do so again, I will aim for the head.” The gun clicked in warning.
A nurse gasped and knelt by the cot of her patient.
Duke stepped forward. “Let us all calm down. This is unnecessary and the Collision Treaty—”
“Is a load of bullshit,” the medic interrupted. “Written by halfhearted kings and lords with no care or mind for what happens here. Now, get out. We have enough work on our hands. We needn’t care for an arrogant child, too.”
“An arrogant child. You better tell me I heard wrong.” Nicholas rolled his shoulder.
Nurses and patients gasped, shocked to witness the bullet wound closing. Nothing remained but a dull throb.
“Let me correct myself then, an arrogant and hard-of-hearing child utterly incapable of thinking of anyone other than himself. He comes raging into camp without thinking of the consequences of his fire.” The medic nodded toward the muddy ground. “The snow was cold, but at least it was sturdy. Our medics shouldn’t have to worry about twisting their ankles while attending to the wounded. Then you come in here spouting bullshit and daring to put your hands on anyone. I don’t believe I’ve ever met one as dull as you.”
Nicholas clutched the throat of the disobedient bastard. His claws pierced skin. The medic kept his haughty chin high. Blood followed the slender curves of his neck, painting the skin a lush red.
“You have quite the tongue on you. I would love to rip it out,” he snarled and squeezed harder.
“Go on.” The medic smirked when Nicholas grunted from the head of the gun digging into his crotch. “Let us determine who is quicker.”
“That is a game you don’t wish to play, mortal scum.”
“I’ll decide what games to play myself, arrogant jackass.”
“My Lord.” Duke shot an arm between them, attempting to separate the two. “This is uncalled for. You are on the verge of going against the Collision Treaty. No king, and especially not Lord Darkmoon, will tolerate this.”
But he couldn’t tolerate smug mortals and this blonde dolt made him want to snap necks.
Though, truth be told, the combat medic was not worth the torture his father would set upon him for causing trouble. The one fae he listened to, in a sense, and for good reason. Laurent knew pain and dealt it like no other. He didn’t take disobedience well. Even with all of Nicholas’ strength, he never won against his father, because Laurent always knew what made him tick. What made him cower. What to use and how to use it. Laurent’s long years of life made him seem invincible.
Nicholas reluctantly released the medic. The stranger fell to his heels and retreated, gun pointed between Nicholas’ legs.
“You should learn to hold your tongue before you lose it,” he warned.
“I don’t take the advice of fools,” the medic replied.
He wanted nothing more than to burn the medic and listen to his shrill screams through the night. But a glimpse of Duke reminded him of what would happen if he dared, so he stormed out of the tent, leaving a trail of flames in his wake. He overheard Duke apologizing for the disturbance, then the mentor approached him outside.
“Who was that?” he growled, catching sight of the medic through the slaps of the tent.
“Nothing more than a combat medic,” Duke replied nervously. “Forgive him. He didn’t know to whom he spoke. Tonight is a victorious one. Please, enjoy your evening with your kin.”
Nicholas was sure to do so, drinking the night away and spending an evening in bed with Arden, all the while dreaming of gouging out a pair of smug green eyes.
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No one knew what to expect of the Deadlands. The generals sent scouts as soon as the battle ended. They didn’t waste time browsing the ruined Lockehold citadel. When the scouts returned, speaking of a better location for encampment, the generals called for a march. The Medical Corps agreed the wounded could not stay on the battlefield or follow through the pass. Come morning, soldiers guarded the caravan of the injured south to the last city before the Dread Peaks. There the wounded could heal, then catch up later. They may pass a few friends along the way, too. 
Soldiers celebrated too enthusiastically that night. Three made life ending decisions and found their corpses hanging from trees. The word traitor had been carved crookedly into their bare chests, no doubt while they were still breathing, and their severed hands lay at the ground beneath their feet.
“Were we truly in need of more dead?” Charmaine muttered, teeth chattering from the morning frost.
Oscar huddled close to her. The young soldier followed William around most of the night, then Charmaine upon realizing she spoke more than her friend.
“They laid with fae, didn’t they?” Oscar sniffled and rubbed his hands against his flushed cheeks. “During training, everyone said fae and mortal ain’t meant to be together. Folk said you’d meet a bad fate, but I never expected that.”
“The consequences aren’t always so bad,” she explained. “Sometimes it’s nothing more than being ignored, but after this battle, I am not surprised by the violence. I doubt the men were fond of their friends laying with those known for treating us worse than the dirt beneath their boots.”
“Mortals have always found the act more egregious than fae,” William contributed. “I’ve overheard the lying scum treat bedding mortals as a game, seeing who can deceive the most in a single evening. I wouldn’t be surprised if the fae they laid with were the ones who revealed to everyone what had transpired.”
“Well, I ain’t going near one of ‘em with a twenty-foot stick,” Oscar grumbled. “I never saw much of the lot till now. Never had fae in our ranks, only heard they were no good. I would rather not learn that the hard way.”
“No, you certainly do not.”
Although it would be inevitable. Fae ensured any who crossed their paths had fearsome stories to share. Nightmares plagued William concerning his.
“But you stood up to one.” Oscar sounded awe inspired. “To a shade, no less. You are brave, doc. I never learned much about shades, but I know they’re not right, corrupt.”
“They have strength we, and even their own kin, cannot fathom,” Charmaine said, then swung an arm around Oscar’s shoulders and pointed accusingly at William. “Do not take notes from William. He shouldn’t have done that last night, so you should rethink idolizing his moment of insanity.”
“Idolize? I, no, I just thought it was brave, is all.”
William nodded. “Albie is right. Such behavior shouldn’t be idolized, but never let a fae walk over you, either. Once you do, they will end you.”
Oscar repeated the advice as if his words were gospel and the march continued on.
The Deadlands had a fitting name, for they came across nothing living, save the trees. A sea of evergreens stretched far and wide. Snow piled high. Clouds blocked out the sun, coloring the world a dull gray. Soldiers coughed and hacked. Medical officers ordered everyone to cover their faces. There was no telling what they inhaled, and the scent of sulfur grew during their long walk.
“We’ve yet to cross any monsters,” Charmaine said, voice muffled by the cloth wound around her face.
“With how many protected Lockehold, Fearworn likely assumed they didn’t need more near the keep,” William replied.
“Or they fled,” Oscar said. “After what happened, they could have retreated and regrouped elsewhere.”
“That could be true. I’ve heard Nicholas Darkmoon gained a tremendous artifact from Lockehold,” Charmaine whispered, as if this gossip hadn’t already spread through the troops. “A tome, of sorts, something very secret. The beasts may have known this and fled to their master. We’re close. Not just to Fearworn, but to the end of this damned war. I can feel it.”
“Are you sure that feeling isn’t indigestion?” He winced when Charmaine pinched his earlobe.
“Don’t mock me. Your optimism may be dead as a poisoned rat, but I carry mine wherever I go.”
“I am more than aware of that, though that will not prevent me from reminding you we’ve been told for years that the war is almost at its end.”
“And we never had a genuine reason to believe that until now.”
He allowed Charmaine her hope. Not as if he could ever douse it, nor did he truly want to. However, Calix Fearworn went two decades with no one paying his devious plans any mind. Then almost another decade before he attacked both Terra and Faerie. Humans and fae finally agreed to fight together. Within all those years, Fearworn showed himself only when absolutely necessary. It’s how he survived this long.
Even if they defeated Fearworn, the world changed forever. There are more Shimmers, portals that once joined only Terra and Faerie. Fae call them Scars, probably because they considered humans a scar upon their lives. Now, there are Shimmers to the unholy plane Fearworn opened to summon monsters. Those portals will never close. Their lands will forever be infested.
Even his Mother, across the sea in Heign, suffered from an increase of monsters invading their backyard to steal cattle, ruin crops, and kill innocents.
William pressed a hand to his chest. Beneath his jacket, tucked in one of the interior pockets, was one of her many letters.
Matilda wrote to him often, far more than he replied. He knew that hurt her, but he ached after reading and asked himself if he remembered her voice correctly.
Am I terrible son if I struggle to remind them? He wondered.
Matilda always sprayed the letter with perfume, too. By the time the letters reached him, the scent had dulled. He barely got a whiff of honeysuckle, but when the aroma hit his nostrils, he had the urge to cry, to scream, to beg, and to run home. Fear overtook him because his family would not recognize who he became. He’d be reminded home hadn’t changed, but he did, and life would never be what it once was.
Plucking the letter from his pocket, he flipped open the pages to read a fifth time. Matilda shared updates of their family. Arthur married two years back. They recently welcomed a daughter. He ached over missing his brother’s wedding and the birth of his niece, but Matilda always wrote in great detail. Even that charming dolt, Richard, started courting a lady. Matilda and Robert hoped to receive news concerning an engagement soon.
The brief moments reading over her letters set him at ease. She did what she could to remind him of the home waiting for him. She ensured he didn’t feel left out, that he knew his family and what they were up to, that he had a home to return to, and they were waiting for him.
Any comfort brought on by the letters shattered when a set of horns blared proclaiming the troops were to make camp.
The scouts discovered ruins of an old village once inhabited by the unfortunates who farmed these lands before Fearworn claimed it as his domain. Two of the buildings became the medical bay where William inspected soldiers suffering from fever, fatigue, and potential Shimmer Sickness.
Although the army didn’t come across a Shimmer for days, some were more sensitive than others. The affected became dazed and loopy, stumbling over their feet, forgetting to eat and drink. These were simple cases where giving them more food and water eased their symptoms. The more severe cases left people laying motionless in bed, as if the Shimmer called for their souls and trapped them in limbo. The only solution was to take them far from any Shimmers and hospitalize them. Most woke up eventually. Those who didn’t passed slowly.
Between inspections, he took breaks to write Matilda back. He never shared much. It was doubtful his mother wished to know how many limbs he severed or fingers he reattached. The least he could do was let her know he was alive and pretend to be himself.
With the sun about to set, he worried he couldn’t find the postmaster. Another soldier explained the postmaster refused to pass the Dread Peaks. Two soldiers volunteered to cart letters to the nearest town, but that would be the last of any letters. The generals wouldn’t risk sending men on their own or force anyone to retrieve letters. Birds didn’t work, either. All the messenger birds died when entering the Deadlands, an ominous omen for certain.
The soldiers in charge of tossing duffle bags into a rickety old carriage were kind enough to allow him to write a swift note, informing his family they may not hear from him for some time. Then the carriage departed.
He watched with an ache in his heart, wondering how he would survive this torture without news from home. In truth, he knew he would be fine, that he may even forget about not receiving the letters at all. And once more, he wondered what sort of son that made him, if he was an awful person.
“The insubordinate medic.”
William rolled his eyes at the sound of Nicholas’ grating voice, then faced the shade, smiling viciously as a rabid dog. “The little lord with a weak stomach,” he replied. “How’s the shoulder?”
“We’ll see how weak my stomach is when I split yours open and wrench it out,” Nicholas growled.
“Always resorting to violence, your kind never changes. You trick and deceive. Such pathetic minded creatures.”
“Says the mortal living among those who make little sense.”
William tilted his head. “Do you care to elaborate?”
“You send your men to war and leave behind half an army because of their genitalia?” Nicholas laughed, a low and foreboding sound reverberating in the back of his throat. “Are your men frightened that the women may outperform them? I heard tales of mortal men beating girls for going against your arbitrary rules.”
“Don’t speak of arbitrary rules as if fae don’t have their own. Your kind isn’t known for their caring demeanor toward anyone. They harm for the sake of it, even their own children. I would bet a shiny silver that daddy never hugged you, did he?”
“The constant need for so-called affections is a disease laid upon your kind, not mine.”
“You consider any kind of affection a disease because you’re so incapable of it.”
The tension between them was palpable. Though they marched with an encampment of thousands, not a soul stood nearby. Any who stumbled upon them surged in the other direction. Seeing the roseate embers of Nicholas’ eyes and coral mist twisting about his form told all that he wasn’t to be trifled with.
“I hoped to see you again.” Nicholas took a step forward, allowing the heat emanating from his figure to wash over William. “Though I wanted it to be under different circumstances, preferably with you as a corpse at my feet.”
“Is that what you’re interested in? Corpses?” he chuckled. “Fitting for fae. You’re as disgusting as you are delirious.”
When Nicholas went for his neck, he caught the fae’s wrist. The Sight revealed Nicholas’ convoluted strings, blinding and blazing to the touch. He never witnessed anything like them. The world itself struggled to withstand Nicholas’ presence. One brush of his finger against the strings and his skin
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