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Prayer of the Bound Flame

Ancient Druid Invocation 

Root to blood, flame to name,
I bind my breath to earth and flame.
Let stone remember what stars forget.
Let ash speak when the gods regret.
Let sap run red through broken trees,
Let silence bend the sacred seas.
Let bone give rise to birth anew,
Let leaf and fang reclaim what’s due.
I do not kneel. I do not yield.
I carve my will into the field.
Where winds once wept and spirits sang,
Let rage take root with outstretched fang.
I do not speak for peace or grace.
I call the storm. I scar this place.
Let roots entwine my shattered vow—
The oath is done. The time is now.
By bark and breath, by blade and cry,
Let all who wronged the bound one die.
Let sky be sealed and sea be still,
Until the flame obeys my will.
O spirits old, O world once kind,
I burn the name they left behind.
Not lost, not gone, not cast away—
I rise, I reign, I make them pay.
Optional funeral verse:
Sleep not in peace, nor fade in light,
Let thorns embrace your soul at night.
May all you were return as flame—
To speak my curse, and wear my name.

Whisper of the First Veil

Traditional Shadow Fae oath-prayer

Name me not in flame nor stone—
I was born of breath alone.
No cradle held me, no star gave grace.
I carved my place between time’s face.
The void is kin, the dark is law.
I speak no lie, but I twist all saw.
Where others pray, I claim and bend.
Where others end, I just begin.
Let shadow mark what blood denies.
Let mirrors break and show no lies.
The name I give is not my own.
The vow I speak is bound in bone.
We do not die. We do not weep.
We do not rest. We do not sleep.
We are the wound the light forgets—
We are the debt no world regrets.
So bind me not with chain or flame,
Lest you wear my curse as name.
Call me, claim me, draw me near—
But speak it true...
Or disappear.
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“No, not those ones,” Aileen said.

“How do you know what herbs I’m picking? You can’t even see what I’m doing.” Ravenna scowled, her fingers still wrapped around the stems of the pale green leaves.

“Just because I’m blind doesn’t mean I don’t see things, girl.” Aileen leant on her wooden stick. “Now get the right ones.”

Ravenna released the plants and brushed the dirt from her hands. The sharp scent of crushed stems lingered on her fingers. She shook her head and sighed. “I’m low on supplies. I have to venture further out of the woods.”

“There’s a storm coming. Now is not the time to venture out there, girl.”

“I have to get supplies. I’m running low on a lot of herbs. And demand for my tinctures is increasing.” Ravenna moved to a cluster of silver-leafed plants, running her thumb along their serrated edges. These were the ones she needed — she could tell by the slight sticky residue they left on her skin.

“Tinctures?” Aileen scoffed. “Why not say potions? I’ve been teaching you how to make them since you were a child.”

Ravenna glanced around, her hands stilling on the plants. Even here, close to the woods, people might be listening. A bird call echoed from somewhere above, but it could have been anything. Anyone.

“Don’t use those words. You’re putting yourself in danger,” she hissed.

Magic was forbidden even this far out in the Vale. But it didn’t stop people, like Aileen, from practicing their craft.

Ravenna had been grateful not to be cursed with magic. She liked to think of herself as a simple mortal. At least then she wouldn’t be killed for having something others feared.

Aileen snorted. “I’m not ashamed. Never been ashamed of what I am. Won’t start now. I see you rolling your eyes, girl. Stop looking so scared. Besides, we both know you are no mortal —”

“There are people everywhere. Watching and listening. Gods above, you’ll get yourself killed.”

“Magic is nothing to be ashamed of, my dear.”

“That attitude will get you killed,” Ravenna snapped, yanking the plants free with more force than necessary. The roots came up with clumps of dark earth clinging to them. “You’re the closest thing I have to a mother. I couldn’t bear losing you.”

Aileen tutted. “You never listen. The spirits are all around you. All you have to do is listen to them.”

Ravenna rolled her eyes this time. “You know I don’t believe in that nonsense.” She sighed and gathered up the plants, shaking the soil from their roots before tucking them into her basket. The familiar weight of gathered herbs settled against her hip.

The sound of horses’ hooves echoed in the distance.

“Someone is heading this way.” Aileen glanced around as if she could see them. Sometimes Ravenna doubted Aileen’s lack of sight affected her much at all. The old woman always seemed to know things she shouldn’t be able to. No doubt her magic allowed her to see in some way.

Perhaps it was her ‘sight. as Aileen called it that allowed her to see things her eyes couldn’t.

“It’s young Matthias. Come to see you no doubt,” Aileen added.

Ravenna glanced around but saw no sign of anyone. The trees stood silent around them, their branches barely stirring in the still air.

“There’s no one here.”

“Come on, girl. Use your senses. You might reject your heritage but —”

“What heritage?” Ravenna raised her eyebrows. “I’m mortal.”

“You are no more than I am. If you’re, I might as well be a bird.”

“Just because I’m a foundling doesn’t mean I have a drop of magic in me,” she hissed.

Gods above, why was she having this conversation again?

Ravenna had been found wandering alone as a child. No one had any idea where she’d come from. Just that she had been half starved when Aileen found her in the woods. She remembered fragments of that time. The sharp hunger, the way shadows seemed to move when she was frightened, the strange dreams that felt more real than waking.

Some had whispered she was fae-touched but Ravenna knew better. She never understood why people chose to believe such things. It was all nonsense along with belief in gods and spirits.

Ravenna believed in things she could feel and touch. Practical things. Not superstitious nonsense like Aileen and the others did. She had no doubt magic existed. These people believed it did. But Ravenna doubted it mattered. What she had seen could be explained through skill, not magic. Healing, not magic. Traditions passed down through generations. It had power because people believed in it or were foolish enough to use plants they didn’t understand. She wanted no part of any of it.

Aileen sighed. “You can’t deny what you are forever.”

Ravenna gave a harsh laugh. “What am I then? Your druid ways never worked on me.”

Aileen had spent hours when Ravenna was a child teaching her spells. Hours of sitting in circles, trying to feel things that weren’t there, attempting to make flowers bloom or water flow uphill. Nothing had ever happened. Nothing but Aileen’s disappointed sighs.

Ravenna had only enjoyed learning the uses of herbs and plants. There was no magic in them despite Aileen’s ramblings. Just practical knowledge about which leaves stopped bleeding, which roots eased pain, which flowers helped with sleep.

“You know what you are. I think you choose to forget. I know something bad happened when you were a young child. Still, you can’t ignore what you are forever. Magic has a way of coming out.”

Ravenna shook her head. “I don’t have magic.”

“You can’t practise magic if you turn your nose up at it.”

Ravenna shook her head again. “Even if I did have it, I would never use it. I don’t want to get myself killed.”

“I think you buried it deep within you. So deep it’s hard for it to come out. Perhaps I should start training you again.”

“By all that’s holy, no!” Ravenna gritted her teeth. The memory of those endless, futile lessons made her stomach clench. Sitting for hours trying to make something, anything happen while Aileen watched with patient eyes. The humiliation of failing again and again. “I will never go through that again.”

“How do you explain your skill with potions then?” Aileen leant forward on her stick. “No mortal could do half the things you do.”

“There’s no magic. It’s healing. Now can we please stop talking about magic?” She groaned and stood, brushing dirt from her knees. “I have to go.”

“You can’t leave yet. Young Matthias is here. Be nice to him. You know how sweet he is on you.”

Ravenna scowled. “Matthias is nice and all but I never want to be anyone’s wife or mother. Once I have enough coin I’m leaving this god forsaken realm once and for all.”

Travelling and seeing more of the world had always been her dream. She had been stuck in the Vale for as long as she could remember. Among all the superstition, all the nonsense that existed on the island of Valerin. People who lived in fear or were divided by magic.

Ravenna just wanted to live somewhere where people weren’t killed for their beliefs.

Beliefs she didn’t even hold herself.

Some even viewed her healing remedies as magic. She was so tired of it all.

Soon enough she would have enough coin to be able to afford safe passage out of this place.

The sound of hooves grew louder, and she looked up as Matthias Randal rode towards them through the trees. His horse picked its way over the uneven ground.

Ravenna stifled a grimace. He had been her friend since childhood. He was a druid like Aileen.

He was nice enough and not bad looking. Brown hair that caught the light, kind eyes, a ready smile. She never felt any attraction towards him. He felt like family. Like the brother she’d never had.

“Morning, Aileen. Morning, Ravenna.” He beamed as he approached.

“Morning to you too.” Ravenna forced a smile as he came over. There was something different about him today. A brightness in his expression that made her wary.

“Good to see you, my lad. What brings you out this way?” Aileen hobbled over to him.

“I came to see if you need help with anything.” Randal dismounted with easy grace.

“We don’t need help with anything,” Ravenna insisted, hoping he would be on his way. She had work to do, herbs to gather before the light failed.

“Nonsense. I have firewood that needs chopping and a few things need fixing,” Aileen added.

“I could do that,” Ravenna protested.

“Nonsense. I’d be happy to help,” Randal said.

“I have to get going,” Ravenna said. “I’m hoping to get back before nightfall.” She picked up her basket, noting how light it still was. She needed so much more than this.

“I’d be happy to escort —” Randal began.

Ravenna’s smile faltered. “I know these woods better than anyone. I don’t require an escort.” The thought of him trailing after her, making conversation when she needed to concentrate, made her skin itch.

“You shouldn’t be venturing out. There’s a storm coming,” Aileen insisted.

Ravenna glanced up at the bright blue sky visible through the canopy. Not a cloud in sight. “I see no sign of a storm. Good to see you, Randal.” She went over and kissed him on the cheek, catching the familiar scent of woodsmoke and herbs that always clung to him. “I’ll see you later.”

Aileen grasped her wrist with surprising strength. “Don’t. You must not go into the woods. Changes are coming and I fear you will be in danger. You must stay here. Don’t let the storm find you.”

The old woman’s fingers were cold against Ravenna’s skin, and for a moment something almost like recognition flickered through her mind. But it was gone before she could grasp it.

Ravenna sighed. “I have to go. Even you can’t magic me all the supplies I need and have it ready for market in the next few days.” She squeezed Aileen’s hand. “Stop listening to your spirit friends so much.”

She pulled away and hurried off to retrieve her stallion, Midnight. The black horse lifted his head as she approached, nickering in greeting.

Randal rushed after her.

“Ravenna, wait.”

She grabbed Midnight’s bridle, running her hand along his warm neck. Gods above, couldn’t he leave her alone?

“Yes?” She suppressed another sigh.

“I...” He stopped, rubbing the back of his neck in that way he always did when nervous. “Five days ago I joined as a guard.”

Her mouth fell open. “What? Why would you do that? You know how dangerous —”

The army were butchers. They hunted anyone suspected of using magic outside of the rules of court. They took people in the night and those people were never seen again.

“To make a difference. You always said there’s nothing here in the Vale. In the army, I can help my people. And I know how to —”

“Learn to butcher people who are innocent, no doubt.” She scowled, no longer hiding her emotions. How could he be so naive? So foolish?

Randal shook his head, his expression earnest. “I would never do that. I want to help people, not harm them.”

“Under the court’s rule, you will have no choice.” Midnight nuzzled her shoulder, and she stroked his muzzle. “Why are you telling me this?”

“I leave for the capital in a few days. I came to ask you to join me.” The words tumbled out in a rush.

“There’s nothing in the capital for me.”

“You could come as my wife. I could give you a good life, a comfortable home. You always said how much you hated being stuck here.”

Ravenna felt something cold settle in her stomach. “Young Matthias has something to tell you,” Aileen said, walking over with her stick tapping against the ground. “Remember you could do much worse. He would take care of you.”

“I don’t need taking care of and never will. Normal women might want to spend their lives serving some man and bearing his offspring.” She cringed at the thought. “I would never be able to sell my remedies there.” She scoffed. “Besides, I could never love you as more than a friend.”

The hurt that flashed across his face made her stomach twist, but she couldn’t lie to him. Not about this.

“Marriage doesn’t have to be about love. It can be about stability. I hate leaving you. I would like to know you’re safe and taken care of.”

“I do hate it here but I would hate life in the capital even more. Besides, us marrying is...” She trailed off. “You’re my oldest friend. I think of you as a brother. Nothing more.”

Randal’s face fell. “I know that. But you are still welcome to come with me. I wouldn’t expect anything from you. We could marry and not share the same bed.”

The desperation in his voice made her chest ache. “Randal, you deserve to be with someone who loves you. I’m sorry I’m not that woman.” Ravenna climbed into the saddle, feeling Midnight shift beneath her weight. “Good luck in the capital.”

She urged Midnight onwards and rode away, letting the forest envelop her.

There was nothing like the pure freedom of riding. Ravenna could breathe once she reached deeper into the forest. The canopy grew thicker here, filtering the sunlight into dappled patches that danced across the forest floor.

Aileen had warned her to be aware of the fae in these deeper woods. Some had tried to ensnare her but most stayed away.

She suspected Aileen had something to do with that. Though Aileen claimed the fae were wary of Ravenna. She couldn’t imagine why. Apart from her skill with herbs, she had no special talents.

She dismounted and pulled off one of her saddlebags, the leather soft and worn under her hands.

She was at peace here. No memory of voices. No whispers on the wind. Well, most of the time. Sometimes she could swear she heard things, but that was just the wind in the leaves. The fae stayed away from this part of the forest.

There were dozens of dryads and other fae deeper in the woods.

Ravenna ignored the occasional flutter of movement. She had no time to worry about shadows that might or might not be there.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, a low sound that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

Aileen’s storm?

She couldn’t get a clear view of the sky due to the heavy canopy, but the air felt different now. Heavier. Charged.

She hated when Aileen was right about storms.

“There are dangers here, Ravenna...” The voice whispered through the trees.

She ignored it, focusing instead on the plants at her feet. Just the wind. It was always just the wind. She had no time to let her imagination run wild.

All she wanted was to gather supplies. Then she could return to her cottage and start preparing for market day.

Market day brought her the most income. People came from villages all over this part of the Vale to buy her remedies. Word had spread about their effectiveness, and demand was growing faster than she could keep up with.

Ravenna hoped she would have enough coin for passage out of Valerin soon. She considered selling Midnight but she loved him and couldn’t imagine life without him. Besides, having Midnight would allow her to travel much faster than she could on foot.

And buying passage would be hard enough without trying to do it on foot.

There were strict rules about who could and couldn’t leave the island. Papers to be obtained, questions to be answered, tests to be passed.

Part of her feared what might happen when she tried to leave.

People were often tested to see if they were magic users.

If suspected, there was talk of prison. Of undergoing more gruelling tests. Or so she heard.

She hoped such rumours were just hearsay.

One way or another she would find a way out of the Vale and Valerin for good.

The thunder rumbled again, closer this time. Ravenna looked up through the canopy and caught a glimpse of dark clouds gathering on the horizon. Maybe Aileen had been right about the storm after all.

She worked faster, her hands moving with practiced efficiency as she identified and gathered the plants she needed. Moonbell for fever, silverleaf for wounds, thornroot for pain. Each herb had its place, its purpose. No magic required.

The wind picked up, rustling the leaves overhead with a sound like whispered warnings.
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Thunder and lightning moved through the skies as Grigori hurled another bolt of lightning. Damned rogue druids. He hated battles like this. Why couldn’t people come without protest?

The chase had started in the capital at dawn. The druid had tried to kill the king. Stupid bastard thought if he succeeded it might stop people like him from being hunted. As if killing one man would change anything. There would always be another to take his place.

But Grigori could sense the magic the old fool had been weaving. Death magic. Nasty stuff. He’d spotted him coming and the druid had bolted before he could finish the spell.

Sometimes he hated his role capturing users of unlawful magic. But he didn’t have much choice in the matter. It was either that or be a prisoner himself.

Centuries ago, they’d given him the choice. After the king slaughtered most of his people. After they harvested the power from the bodies of the fae nobles who’d tried to resist.

Serve the crown or rot in the dungeons.

He’d chosen service. Some days he wondered if he’d made the right decision. At least the dead didn’t have to hunt their own kind.

Orders came from the executioner. He hated that man. Once you brought people in, you had no control over what happened to them in Valerin’s dungeons.

They drained them. Harvested their power until there was nothing left but empty husks. Then they used that stolen magic to fuel their own ambitions.

The screams that echoed through the palace corridors told him enough. He’d learnt to walk quickly past certain doors. He’d seen too many of his own kind dragged into those rooms and never come out the same.

Did he agree with their methods? Of course not, but he couldn’t take them down.

Not that he would ever try. He’d seen what happened to those who questioned the council. Their bodies decorated the palace gates. Drained of every drop of power before they died.

The sorcerer hurled another blast of energy at him.

Grigori ducked behind a stone building, feeling the familiar drain that came with using his power. Each transformation, each bolt of lightning took something from him. The headaches had been getting worse lately. Sometimes his hands shook for hours after a hunt.

“Why not just give up?” he called out. “You know you cannot escape me.”

“I’d rather die free than live in your cages!” the druid shouted back.

Laughter rang out from Grigori, though it held no humour. He’d heard those words before. From dozens of fugitives over the centuries.

Flames formed around him. The druid fled.

Grigori raised his arm and the flames dispersed. That wouldn’t slow him down. The effort sent pain through his skull.

His body turned into darkness and he moved through the air, the transformation leaving him cold and hollow.

On the edge of his mind, he felt the druid’s presence retreat even further. No matter, he’d catch the old man. Anyone who evaded capture got taken to the capital. There would be plenty more suspected users to round up once he got there.

The work never ended. Hunt, capture, deliver. Hunt, capture, deliver. For centuries.

Sometimes he wished for something different. For freedom. A life of his choosing.

He was a fool to wish for that.

It was just a dream. No one could ever overthrow Valerin. The council held the true power and their reach had expanded through the other realms of Erthea.

The druids and fae would have been better to go into hiding. That way they might survive a bit longer before the Valerins worked out how to harvest the Vale’s power too.

But no, they clung to the old ways. Still believed in freedom.

He’d been like that once. Before the king decided the fae were too dangerous to live. Before they came for his people in the night.

He remembered the sound of his court burning. The screams of the other nobles as the Valerins drained them one by one.

He’d been young then. Stupid enough to think he could fight back.

Now he knew better.

He’d heard stories from them during interrogations. How someone would come and bring them out of the darkness and forge a new world. Always the same tale.

Nonsense, of course, but he supposed they needed something to keep their hope alive.

The countryside passed beneath him as he flew. Rolling hills, scattered farms. He’d been chasing the bastard for hours now.

Grigori moved through the air, his shadow form rippling. The transformation always left him feeling hollow. Like pieces of his soul got stripped away each time.

He’d reached the border to the Vale. He’d been here many times over the centuries. It had been nothing but scattered villages and forests when he’d first started hunting here.

The place was strange. Magic flowed through it like a turning tide. Raw, natural power that the Valerins couldn’t seem to harvest no matter how hard they tried.

That’s why they left it alone. Not out of mercy, but because they hadn’t worked out how to drain the power from this place yet.

Now the settlements had grown. More farms. More roads connecting isolated communities.

He’d heard that harvests were different here. Growing stronger, richer supplies. The magic in the soil made everything grow better.

But it was one of the last places on the island where fae and druids lived in the open. People like the druids, who didn’t bother hiding what they were. Grigori often wondered how long that would last.

What were they waiting for?

Maybe they found it useful to have a place where the desperate would flee. Made them easier to track when they left the Vale’s protection.

Or maybe they were still trying to work out how to tap into the power here without it slipping through their fingers like smoke.

He sent his senses out further. Rain hung in the air. Heavy clouds gathering. It added to his energy as he reached for it and gave him strength. Storm energy had always been easiest for him to use.

Even before the fall. Even when he’d been fae.

Lightning had been his gift. The power to call storms and ride the wind. The king had found that useful when he’d needed a hunter who could pursue his quarry anywhere.

But using it now felt like a corruption of what it used to be. Once his lightning had been a thing of beauty. Now it was just another weapon in the crown’s arsenal.

He scanned for the druid. Clever bastard had chosen his route well. The Vale’s unusual energy made it harder to track people there.

The natural magic interfered with everything. Like trying to follow footprints through a rushing stream.

It’s why so many fled here. The Valerins couldn’t drain you as easily when you were surrounded by all this wild power. It confused their harvesting spells.

But it wouldn’t protect the druid forever. Grigori had been hunting in the Vale for centuries. He knew its tricks.

He knew which paths the desperate took when they fled here. Which hidden groves they thought would shelter them. Which caves they believed would hide them from the crown’s justice.

None of it mattered in the end. He always found them.

The druid had made one mistake though. He’d tried to kill the king in broad daylight. In front of witnesses.

There was no hiding from that. No claiming innocence. The death magic had been obvious to anyone with eyes to see.

Stupid bastard had probably thought he was being heroic. One brave act to inspire others to resist.

As if resistance had ever accomplished anything but more suffering.

Grigori sent his senses further. The pulse and hum of Erthea’s natural energy lines echoed at the edge of his mind.

Why Valerin’s council ignored such power, he would never understand.

Well, that wasn’t true. They didn’t ignore it. They just couldn’t figure out how to steal it.

Every time they tried to set up harvesting stations in the Vale, something went wrong. Equipment failed. Soldiers disappeared. The magic slipped away like it was alive.

The council was set in their ways.

They valued control above all else. Their ships roamed the sky and seas, powered by stolen magic from a thousand drained corpses. One day all of Erthea would be theirs. It was only a matter of time.

But there was enough raw energy flowing through the Vale to power half their fleet. And it drove them mad that they couldn’t touch it.

They preferred what they could control. What they could measure and harvest and store in their crystals.

Grigori scanned further, tracing the druid’s presence.

Another presence flickered there. Something that caught his attention.

But then it faded. Odd.

What had it been?

He knew what dwelt in this part of the island.

It had been a spark. A flicker of power like he hadn’t felt in decades.

No. He must have imagined it. Power like that didn’t exist anymore. If it did, Valerin’s forces would have scrambled over each other in a rush to capture it.

He must be imagining things. Perhaps the executioner was right. Perhaps he needed a rest. Centuries of hunting down rogue magic users had exhausted him.

The thought sounded ludicrous. He bit back a laugh.

He was bored, that was all.

Bored of Valerin and its need to find and harness more power.

Grigori sent his senses deeper, pushing through the fatigue that always followed extended use of his abilities.

Enough games. He wanted his quarry and he wanted it now.

The sun would set soon. He had no desire to be caught in these woods after dark. Strange things happened in the Vale once the sun went down.

He’d seen hunters go missing here. Good ones. Experienced ones who knew how to handle themselves.

They’d enter the woods at dusk and never come out.

The locals claimed it was the fae. That the deeper parts of the Vale belonged to them after nightfall.

Grigori wasn’t sure he believed that. But he’d learned not to take chances.

Wild energy rushed past him.

He moved over the trees as a dark shadow, each transformation making his movements feel heavier.

His power was finite. Each change drained him a little more. After centuries of use, he could feel it wearing thin.

Some days he wondered what would happen when it gave out.

That strange energy he’d felt?

Yes, perhaps it was a trick of his mind. It felt so real though.

Different from anything he’d encountered in decades of hunting.

Part of him wanted to find the source. To see if it had been an illusion or not. But he couldn’t let his quarry get away.

The executioner would not be pleased if he returned empty-handed.

Grigori had seen what happened to hunters who disappointed the crown. Their fate was often worse than the fugitives they’d failed to catch.

Damned interference.

The Vale’s wild magic was making everything harder. Every spell he cast felt sluggish. Every transformation took more effort than it should.

Again, the flicker of another powerful presence edged at his senses. Just beyond his reach.

Stronger now. Much stronger.

Whoever they were, they were close. Very close.

Grigori landed and materialised.

Trees towered over him. Ancient things, thick as houses.

The air here felt different. Alive. Humming with the kind of power he remembered from his youth.

Did the druid think this place would somehow shield him?

Perhaps he believed the old stories about sacred groves and sanctuary spaces. The tales the desperate told themselves to feel safe. If so, he was about to learn how little protection the old ways offered.

“You cannot run forever, old man!” Grigori called out.

His voice echoed among the massive tree trunks. The sound seemed to hang in the air longer than it should.

“I can try!” came the reply from somewhere ahead.

The voice was breathless. Exhausted. The druid was at the end of his strength.

Good. This chase had gone on long enough.

Grigori sent his senses out past the strange energy that flowed through this place. Where was that druid?

The man’s magical signature was weak now. Fading fast. All that running had drained his reserves.

He wanted to be back in the capital before nightfall.

The executioner expected a full report. There were always questions. Always demands for more details about the capture.

Sometimes he wondered what he might have become if he’d chosen differently. If he’d accepted imprisonment rather than service.

If he’d died with his people instead of betraying everything they’d stood for.

But such thoughts were pointless now.

The past was the past. The dead were dead. And he was still here, doing the crown’s bidding like a faithful hound.

Some days he wasn’t sure which of them had gotten the better deal.

Grigori pushed deeper into the forest. The trees grew thicker here. Older. Their branches intertwined overhead, blocking out most of the remaining daylight.

The druid’s trail was leading him toward the heart of the Vale. The most dangerous part.

Where the old magic was strongest.

Where hunters sometimes went in and never came back out.

Grigori scanned deeper. Again the presence flickered at the edge of his senses. Stronger this time.

Magic pulsed against him. Not the energy from Erthea but something else.

Something that felt familiar. Ancient. Like an echo of what magic used to be before the Valerins started draining it from the world.

It danced across his mind, like music.

For the first time in centuries, Grigori stood entranced by it and closed his eyes. Glowing threads of magic flashed across his vision. Something he’d never seen before. It entranced him, captured his attention.

The threads were silver and gold, weaving together in patterns that reminded him of his lost court. Of the way magic used to flow between the fae before the slaughter.

Pure power. Untainted by Valerin corruption.

He couldn’t see who wielded it. Somehow they were cloaked in shadow. Just beyond his reach.

But the magic itself... it sang to him. Called to something deep inside that he’d thought was dead.

He reached out as if to touch the glowing threads.

A blast of energy struck him so hard he staggered backward.

The magical threads and presence he felt vanished. Curses, it had to be some kind of trick. An illusion to keep him distracted whilst the druid attacked. Strange, he’d thought himself beyond such things.

Grigori winced as he slammed into a tree. Well, he’d found the bastard.

He drew in energy, sending out a bolt of lightning.

A nearby tree exploded in a burst of flame.

A cloaked figure rushed through the trees.

“Must we go through this?” Grigori muttered as he went after them.

“You could always stop chasing me!” the druid shouted back.

“You know I can’t do that!”

The trees parted into a small glen.

Grigori narrowed his eyes to get a better view of what lay there.

He spotted what appeared to be a woman with long raven hair, kneeling and gathering plants.

And then he saw them.

The glowing threads.

They surrounded her like a living web. Silver and gold light dancing through the air around her as she worked. She had no idea they were there. No idea what she was.

But Grigori could see them clearly now. More power than he’d encountered in centuries. Pure, untapped potential that made his breath catch in his throat.

This was what he’d been sensing. Not the druid at all.

Her.

She looked up at the sound of their approach, her eyes wide with alarm. In that moment, the threads flared brighter. Responding to her fear.

Grigori stared in shock. He’d never seen anything like it. Not even in the old court before the fall.

What was she?

The druid spotted her and lunged towards her.

Things were about to get very complicated indeed.
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Ravenna loved the peace she found here. Gathering plants calmed her and eased her worries.

The routine always helped. Sort the herbs. Check them. Put everything in its place. Simple work that didn’t need magic. Just knowledge.

She put plants into neat piles. One thing she couldn’t stand was anything being out of order.

Silverleaf went in one pile. Moonbell in another. Thornroot separated from everything else. She’d ruined too many batches by mixing things wrong.

Aileen had no problem mixing everything together. The old woman would toss herbs into her bag without caring. Said her magic would sort them out. It drove Ravenna mad.

Ravenna preferred not to let ingredients lose their potency.

There was a proper way to handle plants. Keep their healing potential strong. No magic needed. Just skill passed down through generations.

She tied them together and slipped them into different bags.

Good work today. The bags felt heavy against her hip. Enough supplies for market day and more.

Midnight whinnied and pawed at the ground. Something had unsettled him.

His ears were up. Nostrils flaring. She’d learned to trust his instincts.

She looked up as a cloaked figure lunged for her. He caught her in a headlock.

Her neck snapped back.

By the gods, where had they come from?

One second she’d been alone. The next some stranger had her trapped.

A shadowy figure stumbled through the trees.

The man had a shock of black hair, piercing dark eyes and a jagged scar that ran along the left side of his face, which was partially hidden by a mask. It made him look even more fearsome.

Power radiated from him. Dark and wrong. Made her skin crawl.

“Release the woman,” the dark man said. “She’s not part of this.”

“Don’t come any closer, scarred one.” The man holding her produced a dagger and held it to her throat.

The blade was cold. Sharp enough to kill with one cut.

Ravenna gulped.

Who were these men and why were they here? Even the fae avoided this area. It was isolated in the wildwood and made the best place to get supplies.

She’d picked this spot because no one came here. No druids. No hunters. Just her and the quiet.

These men didn’t appear to be fae.

They felt different. Touched by magic. The air crackled around them.

The cloaked man’s breathing was ragged. Panicked. Whatever brought him here wasn’t going to plan.

The other man didn’t look very druidic either.

Too dangerous. Too controlled. Druids felt earthy. This man’s power felt like winter and shadow.

Had she heard right? Why had the cloaked man called him “scarred one”?

The name sounded familiar.

Like something from a nightmare. Something Aileen whispered about when she thought Ravenna wasn’t listening.

The blade pressed against her throat.

Sharp metal bit into skin.

Something flashed through her mind, ringing in her ears. Screaming filled the air. Fire surrounded everything.

The memory hit like a punch to the gut.

She was small again. Hiding under floorboards. Watching flames eat everything she knew.

Still the screaming echoed. One by one bodies lay around her. Fire raged.

Her mother calling her name. Her father’s roar as soldiers cut him down. Smoke and burning flesh.

The soldiers had hunted magic users. Her family tried to hide. Didn’t matter.

Ravenna gasped as the memory faded. Gods above, she never wanted to see those things. Never wanted to remember the parts of her past locked away deep in her mind.

The memories always came when she was scared. When danger found her. Like her mind wanted to remind her what happened to people like her.

Tears stung her eyes but she held them back.

Couldn’t break down now. Not with a blade at her throat.

“Don’t hurt me,” she said and gripped the man’s arm.

Her fingers dug into his flesh. She felt him flinch.

The cloaked man screamed as if his body were on fire.

His grip loosened. His whole body shook. Steam rose where her hands touched him.

Ravenna broke free of his grasp and grabbed his dagger. She stabbed his shoulder.

The blade sank deep. Blood flowed down his arm.

The man howled with pain. She raised the dagger again, ready to strike.

She’d killed before. Would do it again if needed.

Cool, slender fingers wrapped around her wrist. “Don’t.” The scarred one’s voice sounded enchanting. “He won’t harm you.” He raised his free hand and tendrils of smoke-like shadows shot towards the cloaked man.

His touch was gentle but firm. Strong enough to stop her but not hurt her.

Somehow Ravenna understood the druid tongue.

The words flowed from the cloaked man’s lips. Ancient language. Death magic.

A blast of energy shot from the cloaked man and struck the dark one in the chest.

The force threw him backward. His grip broke as he flew through the air.

The dark one staggered, then collapsed to the ground.

She could see the magic eating at him. Dark things crawling across his skin.

Aileen had taught her enough to recognise death spells. Forbidden magic that ate life force until nothing remained.

They were part of a spell to kill.

The druid was powerful if he could cast death magic.

“What are you?”

The druid turned to her. His eyes were wild with fear.

Ravenna backed away. “I’m no druid.” Her eyes darted around.

Where was Midnight?

The horse had vanished. Clever animal. He knew when to run.

The cloaked man raised his hand. Lightning danced between his fingers.

Blue-white energy crackled across his palm. The air hummed with static.

“You’re coming with me.” He made a move to grab her.

His fingers reached for her. She could feel heat from the lightning.

Ravenna raised her arms to push him away. Instead light poured from her. Threads of energy flashed before her.

The power came from somewhere deep inside. Somewhere she’d tried to lock away. It burst out like water from a broken dam.

Silver and gold light danced around her fingers. Beautiful and terrible and beyond her control.

“I will not go anywhere with you,” she hissed and pushed the light so hard it blasted him away from her.

The energy hit him full in the chest. He flew backward; lightning scattered to nothing.

The cloaked man slammed into a tree and crumpled.

His body hit the ground with a sickening crack. For a moment he didn’t move. Then, colourless and shaking, he staggered upright. Blood streamed from his nose and mouth as he stumbled away, his left arm hanging limp. “Curses,” the scarred one muttered.

She could hear pain in his voice. The death spell was still working.

“Midnight?” Ravenna called. “Where are you?”

Her hands still glowed. She stared at them in horror.

Thunder roared overhead.

Aileen’s storm was here. Dark clouds blocked out the sky.

Ravenna gasped as rain poured down.

Cold water soaked through her clothes in seconds. The temperature dropped fast.

“Midnight?” she called louder. “Come here, boy.”

She needed to get out of here. Away from this place and these men and the magic humming in her veins.

I need your help. She felt rather than heard the words.

They came from the dark one.

The voice in her mind was weak but insistent.

Ravenna hesitated. Everything in her screamed to run. Magic meant death and danger.

She’d seen what happened to magic users. Her family proved that. The Valerins hunted people like her.

She had to flee. Get away from it.

But she couldn’t leave this man to die either.

Her healer’s nature wouldn’t let her walk away from pain. Even if helping put her life at risk.

Help me. The words came again. Like a force demanding she help him.

The compulsion pressed against her mind. Trying to burrow inside and make her obey.

“Midnight, come.” She whistled.

The stallion came back reluctantly.

His ears were flat. He didn’t like the magic in the air.

Help. The command came again. Stronger this time. It pounded against her mind.

The mental pressure made her skull ache. She could feel him trying to force her.

Ravenna winced. She didn’t like the feeling and wouldn’t let it continue.

Nobody controlled her mind. Nobody made her choices.

She pulled her dagger out as she knelt by the dark one and raised it to his throat. “Do that one more time and I will use this on you,” she warned. “I will help. All you had to do was ask. You don’t have to force others to do your bidding, dark one.”

The blade pressed against his skin. One cut would end this.

The scarred one’s eyes widened. “What are you?”

He stared at her like she was something from legend. Fear and fascination in his expression.

“No one. Come, we need to get out of the rain.” She slipped her hand under his arm and helped him up.

His body was solid muscle and dead weight. The death spell had sapped his strength.

The dark one sagged against her.

She staggered under his weight. He was bigger than he looked.

“Will that spell kill you?” She frowned.

The death magic crawled across his skin. Eating at him.

“I’m a lot stronger and older than I look.”

His voice was strained but confident. Like death spells were just another inconvenience.

Midnight came closer and whinnied when she dragged the dark man closer.

The horse’s nostrils flared.

“Horses don’t like me,” the man said.

“Can’t say I do either,” Ravenna muttered and blew out a breath. “Midnight, it’s alright. Come now, I can’t carry this big lug by myself.” She grunted as she stumbled.

Her legs shook under his weight. She was strong but not strong enough for this.

Midnight snorted and lowered himself to the ground.

The stallion didn’t like it but he trusted her.

“Good boy. Come, dark one.” She helped him into the saddle.

Getting him mounted was a struggle. He kept sliding, barely conscious from the spell.

She urged Midnight onwards and they galloped away.

The horse picked his way through the trees. The rain made everything slippery.

The dark one grunted. “Why not use your powers to take us away?”

His words slurred. The spell was getting worse.

“I don’t have powers,” Ravenna insisted.

The lie came out. She’d told it so long she almost believed it.

“I saw what you did back there. I haven’t seen magic like —”

“Let’s be clear. I don’t have magic. Magic is a death sentence,” she growled.

“There is no point lying to me. I saw...” His eyes rolled back and he slumped against her.

His unconscious weight pressed against her back. She had to adjust her grip to keep him from falling.

Ravenna didn’t know whether to be relieved by his unconscious state or not. She didn’t know what to do to help him.

Death spells were beyond her knowledge. Aileen might know but she was miles away.

There wasn’t much she could do about a death spell.

Still, he thought she was a magic user. Ridiculous. But she didn’t know what she’d done.

The power that burst from her hands felt real enough. Hot and bright and beyond control.

It felt like magic. Yet it had been instinctual. Nothing more.

Survival instinct. The same reflex that made her strike at threats.

That didn’t make her magical.

The dark one had to be a hunter. Someone who captured suspected magic users. She knew being a magic user was a death sentence.

The Valerins made sure of that. They hunted people like her across all the realms.

But she couldn’t just leave the man to die here in the woods. That would make her no better than those who used violence.

She’d sworn never to let someone suffer if she could help.

Even if helping put her own life in danger.

Ravenna knew there was an abandoned cottage not far away. She sheltered there during storms before. At least there she could make a fire and let the man rest.

The cottage came into view.

Small stone building. Half-hidden by vines. The roof leaked but it was better than the rain.

Ravenna dismounted and led Midnight inside.

The horse barely fit through the doorway. She had to duck his head under the low beam.

With great effort, she helped the man over to a pile of rags in the corner.

Her back ached from his weight. He was heavier than he looked.

She pushed her damp hair out of her face.

Water dripped from her clothes onto the stone floor. The cold seeped into her bones.

“I should have listened to Aileen,” she muttered as she struggled to light a fire in the hearth with the small amount of kindling she kept in her saddlebag in case she needed it.

The old woman’s warnings echoed in her mind. Don’t venture out. Stay close. Danger was coming.

“Come on,” she growled as the kindling ignited.

The flames caught. The wood was damp.

She held her hands over it to warm herself.

The heat felt good against her frozen fingers. She hadn’t realised how cold she’d gott.

Midnight went back outside, no doubt uncomfortable to be inside stone walls.

The stallion preferred open air. He’d stay close enough to hear her whistle.

She got up and went over to the unconscious man. Feeling his forehead, he seemed to have a fever.

His skin was burning hot. The death spell was poisoning his system.

Gods, she wished Aileen was here.

Aileen would know what to do. She always did.

The old woman had decades of experience with magic and healing.

What is it, girl? Aileen’s voice rang through her mind.

Ravenna jumped and glanced around in confusion. “Aileen, are you here?” she whispered, half afraid of the answer.

She looked around the empty cottage. Nothing but shadows and stone.

In your mind, child. I felt you needed me. What’s wrong?

“I...” she started. “You know I can’t do magic.”

Something happened. I sense danger around you. Tell me.

Ravenna swallowed. Two men appeared in the glade. They fought. One was a druid, used a death spell on the other man. I don’t know what to do to help him.

She kept it brief. No mention of her power bursting out. No mention of the light from her hands.

What is the other man?

How should I know? Ravenna scoffed. He doesn’t seem like a druid. He has a dangerous energy about him. I don’t know what to do. She wrung her hands together.

The helplessness was eating at her. She was used to being in control.

Show me what he looks like. Picture him in your mind.

But how are you talking to me? Ravenna demanded. Gods, I must’ve gone mad.

Concentrate, girl, Aileen snapped. Most magic folk can communicate this way. Including you.

Ravenna closed her eyes. She wanted to protest about having magic. This was Aileen’s magic. It didn’t come from her.

But deep down, she knew better. The connection flowed both ways.

She pictured the dark one.

The scarred face. The black hair. The eyes that looked right through her.

Holy spirits, Aileen gasped.

Ravenna, you must get away from him. Right now.

Why? Who is he? A hunter, I suppose. He hunted the druid.

Her mouth went dry. She’d suspected he was dangerous, but Aileen’s reaction was worse.

Grigori. The worst of all hunters. He and his brother Nikolai are assassins. They hunt any who oppose the king’s rule. Aileen’s panic washed through Ravenna. If he suspects you, he will capture you too. This is the danger I sensed. You must run. Get on Midnight and don’t look back.

The name hit her like a blow. Even here in the Vale, people knew that name. Whispered it in fear.

“He’s dying,” Ravenna said. “I have to —”

The scarred one is no friend to any druid or magic user. Please, I beg of you. Run from him before it’s too late.

Ravenna glanced over at the dark one as she’d started calling him.

The stories said he could turn into shadow and lightning. That he’d never failed to bring in a target.

Was she supposed to let him die?

She had killed before to protect her life. But she’d never let someone die on purpose. That wasn’t in her nature.

There was a difference between self-defence and murder.

Aileen, I’m not letting him die. Her hands shook.

You must. Think of all the lives you would be saving. Including yours. Leave now. Get moving.

Ravenna shook her head even though she knew Aileen couldn’t see her. I won’t just leave. I’m not a murderer.

Ravenna, you may deny the power in you but you won’t be able to hide it from someone like him.

If he’s who you think, I doubt a simple death spell will kill him, will it?

She looked at his still form. The fever was getting worse, but his breathing was steady.

Aileen groaned. No. It will slow him down long enough for you to run.

I’m not running. Please tell me how to help him. Perhaps he’ll be merciful.

The words sounded foolish. Men like Grigori didn’t show mercy.

Don’t be ridiculous! He will kill you or worse. Don’t become his prisoner. You know your true heritage won’t keep you safe.

Please just tell me how to help him.

She couldn’t explain what was driving her. Something deep inside insisted she had to save him.

Ravenna —

Please, Aileen. I can’t explain it, but I feel I have to help him.

The feeling grew stronger. Like fate pushed pushing her toward this choice.

Aileen growled in her mind. Give him a mix of elderflower and nettle root. That will cast the spell out of him. But I still say you should let the bastard suffer.

The connection faded, leaving Ravenna alone with her choices and her fears.
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Grigori woke to the taste of something bitter in his mouth.

His tongue felt thick and coated. Whatever she’d given him tasted like dirt and old leaves. He coughed and retched but nothing came up.

His throat burned. His stomach churned. The aftertaste lingered no matter how much he swallowed.

“Gods below, what have you done to me?” he growled.

“I helped you.” The woman answered as she threw wood onto the fire. “You’re welcome by the way.”

Grigori sat up. The remnants of the death spell lingered. A cold ache that went deeper than flesh. But the worst of it was gone.

The poison that had been eating at him was neutralised. Whatever she’d forced down his throat had worked.

“Helped me?” He licked his dry lips and tasted different herbs. “You gave me something to remove the spell.” He furrowed his brow. “Why would you do that? If you know who I am, you know —”

Why would anyone help him? People feared him. They ran from him. They didn’t nurse him back to health.

“I didn’t think it was your time to die.” She moved to the window.

Her back was to him now. Tense. Ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble.

Grigori scrambled up. His head spun.

The world tilted sideways for a moment. He had to grab the wall to steady himself.

Death spells weren’t so potent usually. He’d shrugged off worse before.

Must be the damned magic in this Vale. Everything here was wrong. Twisted. What he wouldn’t give to be back in the capital. Back in his chambers at his castle.

At least then he could forget about this strange day.

The stones of the cottage were rough under his palm. Old and crumbling. This place had been abandoned for years.

“Why did you help me?” His frown deepened. “Somehow I think you know I hunt people who use magic spells.”

She had to know. The way she’d looked at him when he’d collapsed. The fear in her eyes.

“You ask a lot of questions, dark one.” She scowled. “It doesn’t matter. I helped you.” She moved to the open doorway.

The rain had stopped. Pale sunlight filtered through the clouds outside.

They seemed to be in some kind of old stone dwelling. Covered in dirt and debris.

The roof leaked in three places. Water dripped into clay pots she must have placed there.

Grigori studied her as she stood in the doorway. Something about her nagged at him.

The way she moved. The way she held herself. Like she was ready to fight or flee at any moment.

He’d seen that stance before. In other magic users. Other people who lived with constant fear.

But she claimed to have no magic. And he couldn’t sense any from her.

So what was she?

Grigori blurred in front of her. “Answer my questions.” He placed a compulsion on her.

The shadow magic flowed out of him. Dark tendrils that should have wrapped around her mind and made her obey.

He wanted answers. Needed answers.

This woman had saved his life and he didn’t understand why. No one did things like that for him.

Pain stung across his face along with a harsh sound.

She had slapped him.

The sharp crack echoed in the small space. His cheek burned where her palm had connected.

Grigori couldn’t remember the last time anyone had dared such a thing.

Centuries maybe. Back when he’d been young and foolish and thought he could challenge the council’s authority.

He was Grigori, the dark executioner. No one in their right mind struck him.

“Don’t do that again,” she snapped. “Don’t compel others to do your bidding. It’s rude.”

Rude. She’d called his magic rude.

As if he’d committed some minor social transgression instead of trying to dominate her mind.

Grigori bit back a laugh. Instead, he stared at her in shock.

Her eyes blazed with fury. No fear. Just anger that he’d dared try to control her.

“Do you have any idea who I am?” he growled. “I’m —”

“I know who you are, hunter. I will not become one of your prisoners.” She raised her hand again.

Ready to strike him a second time if he tried anything else.

The threat should have been laughable. She was smaller than him. Weaker. Mortal, as far as he could tell.

But something in her expression made him pause.

He caught hold of her hand, surprised by the warmth of her flesh.

Her skin was soft but calloused from work. Her pulse hammered against his thumb where he held her wrist.

Something about her dark eyes drew him in and there was something else.

Her blood felt like it was singing.

A melody he couldn’t quite hear but could feel in his bones. Like music just beyond the range of hearing.

“You helped me,” he repeated in disbelief. “Why would you do that?”

People crossed the street to avoid him in the capital. Mothers pulled their children indoors when they saw him coming.

No one would help him by choice. So why had she?

He stared at the woman with long raven hair and pale skin. Not unattractive but hardly a true beauty. Her heath-scented clothes and damp hair spoke of the outdoors.

A simple herbalist, from the look of her.

Nothing special. Nothing remarkable.

So why couldn’t he look away?

Something about her entranced him.

“Who are you?”

She tried to pull her hand free but he held on. Not tight enough to hurt but firm enough to keep her from running.

She shook her head. “No one of importance.”

Everyone said that when they were questioned. But most people were lying.

This woman... he believed her. She thought she was nobody special.

“What are you?”

That was the real question. The one that mattered.

Why did her blood sing like that?

He’d met dozens of magic users over the centuries. Hundreds, maybe. As a shadow fae he could sense when someone used magic.

Their power called to his. Recognisable signatures that he’d learned to read like words on a page.

But this woman was different.

“My powers don’t work on you,” he realised.

The compulsion had slid off her like water off stone. She hadn’t even seemed to notice it.

Odd. If she were any other magic user, his compulsion would have worked.

Druids were susceptible to shadow magic. So were most fae. Even other shadow casters could be influenced if he was strong enough.

What was this woman?

He remembered the strange threads of magic and how they had entranced him. It must’ve been her. The power had to come from her.

Those silver and gold strands weaving through the air. Beautiful, deadly and unlike anything he’d ever seen.

She looked fae but not druid. Some other kind of fae?

But he didn’t detect any magical signature from her or any magic at all.

That was impossible. Everyone had some trace of magic.

The scent of herbs clung to her along with earth and rain.

Clean scents. Natural ones. Nothing that suggested corruption or dark magic.

It was even rarer for anyone on Valerin not to have some kind of magical signature.

The island was steeped in power. It changed people just by living here.

She looked like a shadow caster. The dark hair, the pale skin. But shadow casters all had the same cold feel to their magic.

This woman felt warm. Alive. Her blood sang with something he’d never encountered.

He scanned her deeper with his senses and grabbed her arm.

His magic flowed over her like a tide. Searching for any trace of power. Any hint of what she might be.

Nothing.

It was like she didn’t exist. A blank space where a person should be.

She yanked her arm away and went to strike him.

The movement was quick. Practiced. She’d done this before.

“Would you stop that?” he snapped.

His cheek still stung from the first slap. He wasn’t eager for another.

“If you stop touching me,” she snapped back. “I helped you. Now leave me alone.” She turned and ran through the open doorway.

Her boots splashed in the puddles outside. She was fast for someone without magic to enhance her speed.

Grigori rushed after her. Raising his hand, tendrils of shadow curled around the woman.

The darkness wrapped around her arms and legs. Shadows made solid, strong enough to hold a grown man.

She yelped and brushed the shadows away.

His magic... dissolved. Like it had never existed.

She whistled for her horse.

The black stallion came crashing through the trees. Mud flew from his hooves as he galloped towards them.

“If you know what’s good for you, don’t follow me, dark one.” She mounted her horse, urged it into a gallop and vanished into the tree line.

The sound of hoofbeats faded quickly. She knew these woods better than he did.

Grigori stood staring for a few moments.

The trees swayed in the breeze. Birds called to each other in the canopy above. Normal forest sounds.

But he could still feel the echo of her presence. That strange singing in her blood.

Did she think she could outrun him?

He was Grigori the hunter. He’d tracked prey across continents. Through realms most people couldn’t even imagine.

One herbalist on horseback wouldn’t escape him for long.

She’d wounded his pride.

No one dismissed him like that. No one walked away from him without permission.

He should hunt her down. Drag her back to the capital. Let the executioner’s people figure out what she was.

But for some reason, he hesitated.

He didn’t want to take her in. For some odd reason she fascinated him. Perhaps because she was immune to his powers or perhaps it was her blatant disregard for his rank and power.

When was the last time someone had looked at him without fear?

He couldn’t remember. It had been centuries since anyone had seen him as just a man instead of a monster.

No woman had ever stood up to him like that. No one in their right mind would do such a thing.

Strike him.

Most people would be too terrified to do that.

They knew what he was capable of. What he’d done to others who’d crossed him.

People feared him. They didn’t defy him. Not if they valued their lives.

But this woman had looked him in the eye and told him his magic was rude.

As if he were a child misbehaving instead of one of the most dangerous men in Valerin.

He should be offended. Angry. Ready to hunt her down and show her the consequences of such disrespect.

Instead, he found himself... intrigued.

He reached out to his brother.

The mental connection formed. Nikolai was somewhere in the capital, probably lounging in his chambers.

Brother, have you caught the druid yet? his brother asked.

The question came with a wash of amusement. Nikolai found his hunting expeditions entertaining.

Not yet. I... got waylaid, he admitted. Something unexpected happened here in the Vale.

Admitting failure didn’t come easily. He’d built his reputation on never letting prey escape.

What? Mercenaries?

No. A woman — she’s immune to my powers. I think she’s powerful. Unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.

The admission felt strange. He’d encountered thousands of magic users over the centuries. None had affected him like this.

What is she?

I have no idea. But she knew I’d been struck by a death spell. She helped me. When I used my compulsion on her she slapped me.

Nikolai snorted. That I would have liked to have seen.

His brother’s amusement flowed through the link. Nikolai would find this situation hilarious.

The great hunter, brought low by a village herbalist.

There’s something unusual about her.

More than unusual. She was unprecedented.

The fact she struck you? Nikolai chuckled.

No. She helped me.

Grigori still couldn’t understand that. He couldn’t shake the memory of her hands on his skin as she’d helped him to her horse.

Gentle touches. Healing touches.

When was the last time someone had touched him with kindness instead of fear?

He’d wondered if he’d imagined it.

The way his heart had seemed to stutter when she’d looked at him. Just for a moment.

No, his heart couldn’t beat. Nonsense. The darkness in him had started claiming him centuries ago. The shadow magic had consumed most of his emotions long ago.

Nor did he believe the nonsense about finding his eternal mate and then returning his heartbeat.

Old fae tales. Stories told to children to give them hope.

He’d never seen proof of such things in his five centuries. His brother would claim otherwise since he had found his eternal mate. But Nikolai was a romantic fool who saw what he wanted to see.

Such a thing was a myth in his opinion. Fairytales to give hope. No doubt.

The darkness had claimed him too, for such redemption.

Find the druid. The ling wants his head, Nikolai said. Find the woman if she intrigues you so much.

His brother’s advice was practical. Sensible.

But Grigori found he couldn’t forget her.

That singing in her blood. The way she’d looked at him without fear.

The warmth of her touch.

Grigori ended the mental connection and sent his senses out further.

He stretched his awareness across the forest. Searching for any trace of her magical signature.

Nothing.

It was like she’d vanished. Not just hidden herself but ceased to exist.

Wherever she was, she knew how to hide herself. Or something else was hiding her.

Whatever she was, he’d find her and discover what she was.

The hunt was far from over.

He had questions that needed answers. And Grigori always got his answers eventually.

One way or another.
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