
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
Copyright © 2023 Loren Tuxford 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without prior written permission from the publisher or author. The author asserts their Moral Rights in this work throughout the world without waiver.
For permission requests, contact loren@lorentuxford.com
Cover, text, images & map © 2023 Loren Tuxford
ISBN: 978-0-6486367-0-0 (eBook)
ISBN: 978-0-6486367-1-7 (Paperback)
A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of Australia.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
www.lorentuxford.com







  
  by Loren Tuxford


Nightfall in the Forest of Betrayal


Nightfall in the Forest of Broken Dreams 

Nightfall in the Forest of Destiny 
(Expected Late 2024)








  
  Dedication


For little Loren. 
There were monsters in the forest after all,
some of them quite delightful.








  
  Content Warning



The Nightfall Series is intended for a mature audience. It contains profanity, crude humour, and mild violence. 
Expect slow burn romance (MF) & (MM with a twist) with low-to-medium spice. The angst level is low-to-medium. 
This book was written in Australia, and correct spelling may vary from country to country. For any actual spelling errors, blame my Beta readers. Only kidding! Blame me… mostly.
Spoiler Warning:
Book 1 ends on a cliffhanger, but rest assured, Book 2 will be released within a few weeks of Book 1. There is a soft cliffhanger at the end of Book 2, as the story progresses into Book 3. 
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  PROLOGUE


Saplings

“A sapling is a young tree with a flexible trunk. It cannot produce fruit or flowers at this stage. Trees with longer life spans endure as saplings for a greater period of time than those with shorter-lived species. While rare, we know that some saplings from the same species will contend with each other in their quest towards life giving energy.” 
Taken from ‘Plant Lore on the Continent of Beinacoilia’ by Hypatia Carter, commissioned for the Library of Seers.
Added underneath in an expressive scrawl:
‘My dear wife, our springy terrors are waist high now. Did you know that if you water one little boy in jest with your jug, his brother cries until you do the same for him?
x Illarion’






  
  Aurelia


 Year 367
Aneirin Castle

The prince was sprawled in his chair like some discarded masterpiece, a lifeless statue washed in red and gold by glowing embers in the fireplace beside him. As Aurelia stared at him in shock, a liquid haze welled across her vision and his beautiful face distorted into pale, blurry shapes. Choking back a sob, she wiped her eyes with the heel of her calloused hand, the dagger still in her fist.  
Rhydian.
Aurelia had made her choice. 
She had killed the prince.
There was a single gaping wound across the prince’s throat. The wicked green crystal dagger had swung true; there had been a bright flash of light and a cold pressure against her ears. Even the tower had shaken around them. Now nothing made sense.
It felt like she’d eaten a tainted batch of glow wort, the intoxicating mushroom that young Elves preferred. Above her, cobwebs of threadlike mist appeared to dance over dry wood and plaster in shadowy corners. Sickening realisation dawned as Aurelia lifted her head. She had been flung across the room. She was no longer by the fireplace, but on her back by the door of the prince’s bedchamber.
Sitting up with a moan, Aurelia flung out a trembling hand to steady herself. Her head was reeling and her heart was numb, the cold stones of the wall gritty under her palm. The still air was tainted with a repulsive metallic tang. Realising she could smell his freshly spilled blood, her gaze slid back reluctantly to the prince with a numb kind of horror. She had finally gone through with it. And Rhydian was dead.
Slow throbs from the pulsing, hot coals washed across red stains, reflections of bright copper shining as Rhydian’s blood pooled on the stone floor. One of his hands hand rested upon his chest; the other was limp by his bare hip. His bare head was tilted awkwardly against the headrest of an elaborately carved wooden chair. Below the wild mess of brown and gold strands, his eyes were open. With her Elven eyesight, she could see their odd colouring in the low light. Pale blue irises, ringed by a darker shade of blue, stared, unseeing.
Movement caught her eye, in and Aurelia stifled a yell. 
The hand on his chest was sliding down, smearing blood across cooling flesh in a dark trail. His hand came to rest gently in his lap. And apart from a single crack in the fireplace, all was still once more.
“There was no other way,” Aurelia breathed into the silence, “was there?”
There was no reply. 
Aurelia glanced around, relieved to take her eyes off the prince. Her head was starting to spin once more as the scent of blood thickened. But there was no tiny, scaled creature on the mantelpiece. Nor was he on the windowsill.
“Flare?”
The little dragon was nowhere to be seen.
“Flare? Please,” Aurelia whispered, licking dry lips. “I need you…”
The fireplace cracked again, and the sickening pressure in her head was growing.
Had there really been no other way?
Behind her ribs, her heart was trying to tear through her chest with a pounding rhythm, a rhythm that seemed to spit out words of guilt, regret and shame. 
Wrong, wrong, wrong.
Swallowing a sob, Aurelia brushed her long hair from her face, but paused as the sickening scent of blood increased. Her eyes widened in shock. Rhydian’s blood covered both her fingers and the green dagger still clutched in her trembling hand. 
Aurelia jerked back in horror, rough stones pressing into her from behind. Bile rose higher in her throat and strange, sharp pricks of sensation pulsed in her hands and feet. She had to move. But Flare was gone. As she tried to remember what their travelling companion, Fox, had planned with what was supposed to come after, bright lights danced at the edge of her vision.
Avoiding the lifeless body in the chair by the fire, Aurelia rose and staggered towards the door, numb with guilt. She caught sight of her bow and arrows propped up in the dark to her right. Averted her gaze and reaching blindly for the doorframe, she froze. A muted sigh had sounded behind her.
Eyes snapping open wide, Aurelia turned like a whip. Her body was acting on instinct alone. The crystal dagger in her hand was flipped in her hand with an automatic gesture, ready to be thrown from its sheared off tip. 
Oh gods.
Aurelia sobbed aloud as her knees gave out, and she slid towards the floor against the rough wooden surface of the door.
The prince’s beautiful eyes were closing. 
She watched in horror as a single, silver tear escaped from beneath one closed lid. The liquid jewel slid along his skin and disappeared into the soft hair curling against his cheek. Aurelia shoved her free hand into her mouth and bit down before another sob could escape. But the copper taste on her clammy skin made her gag. Her knees gave way. She collapsed to the sticky floor, the scabbard of her sword twisting awkwardly, and the crystal dagger landed somewhere with a ringing chime. Gasping for air, Aurelia was left on her hands and knees before a new thought cut through her whirling mind.
His blood, the curse... was it over? 
Were her people one step closer to freedom from the threat of annihilation by 
the dark king? 
Behind her ribs, her heart continued to thump in time with words that she had to bite back behind her teeth.
Wrong, wrong, wrong.
Glowing embers pulsed and the shame in her guts pushed forth a shocked confession from her lips.
“Oh Rhydian, I think… I think I chose wrong…” 
But what could she do? She couldn’t take it back, not now. 
As her eyes roamed around the gloomy chamber, some tiny part in the last of her rational mind was urging her to act. In this cursed fortress of lies and curses, they would be along to check on the wellbeing of their prince, wouldn’t they? They would come to investigate the strange shudder of the tower as the curse had started to unravel, the pulse of released magic that had flung her away from-
Her eyes came to rest on the green shard of the crystal dagger. The foul thing had come to rest near the hearth. The prince’s dark blood licked along the sharp edge of the jagged blade, the red current still spreading, flowing and forming a pool on the uneven flagstone floor. 
Blood that caressed and coated the stones of the kingdom, releasing the magical curse bound within. The pool grew as she stared, hardly daring to breathe.
It reminded her of the bottomless pools in the caves of home.
She couldn’t take back what she had done. 
But now that she had fulfilled her quest, and the prince was dead, what else was left for her?
Her heart beat and hummed painfully within.
Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.
Aurelia stared in fascination at the floor. Blood continued to pool around the dagger, flowing with purpose along the seams between the stones. Just like the flow of the river that she’d had to cross, to finally enter the cursed kingdom of Aneirin. 
The river…?
Of course. 
The river, with its deadly whirlpool, the impossibly tall trees of the endless forest looming beyond.
It was better than she deserved.
But it would do. 
Aurelia’s bloody hands slipped as she yanked herself up to fling herself into the black stairwell of the prince’s tower, her chest heaving as she gasped. Unable to think beyond her breath, she was at least able to appreciate the air that only stank of old dust, not blood. After a moment, she straightened and stared at the black passageway before her, stretching down into despair and beyond. 
Down towards the only choice that was fit for her now.
Instead of looking back, Aurelia drew her sword.
Her sob echoed around the cold stones as she fled.






  
  PART ONE


Ripening

“A mature or ripening tree is established in age and production. At this stage, it can be found with epiphytes, non-parasitic organisms living off of it. We may also find the ripening tree with many toxic parasites on the outside, and also surviving within.” 
Taken from ‘Plant Lore on the Continent of Beinacoilia’ by Hypatia Carter, commissioned for the Library of Seers.
Added underneath in an expressive scrawl:
‘My dear wife, we have little people living with us now. And both of our sons have rather big opinions about themselves. I wonder where that came from? Was I really that ridiculous at that age?
x Illarion’






  
  1
Cas


Year 367
Aneirin City, a week earlier

“For fuck’s sake,” Cas hissed with impatience. “Now?” 
Blinking at his reflection in the shopfront’s window, he could see the horror of his eyes starting to shine through their usual disguise. Despite the grimy glass and the low dusk light, the faint glow of his irises was clearly visible. He liked people to look, to appreciate his cool beauty. But not his fucked up eyes. Folk became disturbed by what they didn’t understand. With a sigh of frustration, Cas regretfully pulled down a lock of his carefully tousled blonde hair, adjusting it strategically over his eyes. It wasn’t great, but it would have to do.
As he was feeling almost human again, like an elf without magic, this was a risk he’d have to take. There was no other option for someone like him, born into a family of magic users, but with no magic of his own. Hence the reason he was in an alley that stank of damp moss and fresh piss. The King of Aneirin had missed their rendezvous, which meant that Cas’ magic was waning. Unable to wait, he needed to take matters into his own hands.
Cas settled his embroidered cloak around his shoulders and pushed at the shop’s front door. It seemed stuck at first, so a shove was required to get it moving. He had to grab the door straight away with a curse. His rising frustration with both himself and the king of Aneirin had meant that his shove had slammed the door open too far. It was lucky he caught it before it smashed against the table of glass jars and candles behind it. 
Pausing on the threshold, Cas inhaled and counted to five.
“In and out,” he muttered under his breath. “You’ve got this, Cas.”
Shutting the door behind him with more care, Cas stepped into the small room, ducking under drying herbs dangling from the low beams above. His lips twisted with a sour grimace. The hanging bundles reminded him of the bargain dangling over Cas’ head, of the magic from the king that Cas needed. In return, Cas would supply information. And other things. 
Ignoring the unease in his guts, Cas edged further into the pungent smelling shop, scanning the room. The single room was stuffed with cupboards and shelves of all shapes and sizes. Most had been filled with small wooden sets of drawers, stacked boxes and glass jars. A painted screen covered the back half of the room, its once bright colours now faded, peeling away in small flecks of a sage-green paint. The screen had an iron hook hanging over the centre panel, where a coloured glass lantern was flickering, its flame well below the dried herbs above. A large worktable, spread with candles, spilt wax and fresh herbs in jugs of water, took up the middle of the room. A fat ginger cat was curled up at the far end of the table, between two jugs containing sprigs of a dark green herb with minute purple flowers. The cat’s head was down, yellow eyes staring at him without concern.
The shop was silent and dim. 
“Shopkeeper?” Cas called out to the screen.
There was no reply.
“Puss.”
The cat raised its head, slitted eyes narrowing.
“Where’s your master?”
The cat gave him a lazy blink before lowering its head back down. Its ginger tail flicked once and the yellow eyes closed. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. 
With the toe of one boot tapping impatiently on the slate floor, Cas looked around before his eyes settled back on the cat. He smiled. 
Walking over to the table, casually reaching out an immaculately manicured hand, Cas tipped a jug of rosemary off the edge. The clay jug smashed with a loud clatter, rosemary and water scattering in the otherwise silent room. The cat jumped up with a hiss, orange fur standing on end, yellow eyes wide in shock. Cas hissed back. panelling,With a hurried scramble, the creature leapt off the table and dashed behind the painted screen. word,From behind the panelling, a man began cursing, his voice thick with sleep.
“What’s this, Hob? What did you do, puss?”
There was movement from the back of the partitioned area, and eventually a stout man appeared. He was of medium height, which meant he was quite shorter than Cas. He had tanned skin, black hair, and a three-day-old shadow across his chin. The man blinked sleepily at the table, yawning. The cat was nowhere to be seen.
Spotting the mess on the floor, the man cursed and looked behind him. Cas waited in the dimness in silence, his boot no longer tapping. 
Finding his broom, the shopkeeper leant over with a groan, picked up the rosemary with one hand and set the stalks in another jug that already contained what looked like dandelion flowers. He was sweeping the pottery shards into a pile, his back to the darkened front of the shop, when he froze. 
“Hello,” Cas said brightly.
The unobservant man yelped in fright, whirling, and the broom clattered from his hands to the floor.
Without another word, Cas stepped forward, using his boot on the broom head to rotate the handle towards him. He flicked it up to his waiting hand. He held it out, blonde eyebrows raised.
“Oh! Thank you, sir!” The man laughed, one hand covering his heart. He reached for the wooden handle. “I had no idea you were here.” 
“Yes,” Cas observed dryly as he folded his arms across his chest. 
“I thought I’d locked the door, you see.”
“Oh?” Cas shrugged, his lips twitching at the thought of the hard shove required to get inside. “I hadn’t noticed.” 
The man pointed his broom at the pottery shards and puddle of water.
“Did you see what happened?”
Cas smiled, his tongue touching one of his incisor teeth. “Your cat happened.”
“Ah. He’s an awkward thing some days. No matter. Just mind your nice boots, sir.” The man brushed the shards under the table. When he finally set the broom against the table, the man smiled. “How can I help you?”
Arms still crossed, Cas walked casually alongside the table towards the small circle of candlelight behind the shopkeeper’s back. The man tilted his head, a furrow creasing his brow. The man’s eyes narrowed the closer Cas got to him. Some folks in Aneirin had magic in the blood, however faint, and knew when to trust their instincts.
Cas’ smirk faded. He unfolded his arms, stopping right in front of the shopkeeper, looking down his nose at the man.
“Black tourmaline?” Cas murmured. “Do you have it?”
Even in the dim light, it was fascinating to watch the man’s skin pale as he stepped away.
“W-what’s that, sir? No! Not here-”
Cas stepped forward, following the man’s retreat.
“Let’s try that again. I’ve lots of gold, but little patience. Do. You. Have. It?” Cas indicated the herbs around them. “I can sense some of what you’ve hidden away behind this crap. I’m trying to be polite in asking for it, when I could simply just help myself. What have you got hidden here?”
It hadn’t taken long for Cas to sense the tiny curl of power, stepping cautiously through the muck of Aneirin’s back alleys, specifically for such a thing. He’d felt the tug against his senses, a prickle of magic, whispering to his own. This shop had been one of three actually, crowded together in a small dead end. Cas had picked this one merely because the stone alley to get to the door had been the least filthy. Cas hadn’t even needed to take out a perfumed handkerchief.
The shopkeeper was backing up to the screen, his eyes darting to the broom. Cas snorted. No weapon would help, but if it made the man move faster, that was fine with him. Reaching out, Cas grabbed the broom handle and tossed it at the man. The shopkeeper caught it, his fingers tightening over the wood.
“Look.” Cas squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I’m not your usual ‘oh let’s fuck around with crystals for fun’ customer. I see that you sense that.”
Leaning his right hip against the table, Cas tried to keep his voice down, but the scent of something sweet and cloying was filling his nose from the table. He wanted to gag and cover his mouth. He cleared his throat instead and continued.
“But if you please, my patience is wearing thin.” Cas waved a hand impatiently at the man. “So. What do you have?”
The man, one hand still tight on the broom, ran a sweating hand through his dark hair. He licked his lips.
“I have no black tourmaline, sir.”
“None?” Cas inquired, both eyebrows raised. 
The man shook his head.
“Aventurine?”
The man shook his head again. “No, sir.”
Fucking hell.
“Clear quartz? Tell me you have that, at least?”
“Yes, sir! Yes!” The man’s relief was so ridiculous that Cas rolled his eyes.
Cas waited, while the shopkeeper stood staring and nodding.
“For fuck’s sake man! Go fetch it then!” Cas yelled, his patience gone. The man squeaked in fright. 
“Oh! Yes, yes! Um… wait here if you... please...” the shopkeeper scurried off and darted behind the panel, the broom still clutched in his hand. Cas curled his lip at the sweat stain soaking through the back of the man’s homespun cotton shirt.
There was a muffled thump from the back of the shop. It sounded like the man was pulling out stones from the wall or the floor. There was an angry hiss. The man swore again.
“Move, Hob! Get away,” the man panted.
Cas smirked. It sounded like the cat hidden where the shopkeeper had hidden his illicit goods. Magic use in Aneirin was punishable by death, after all.
After another muffled curse, the shopkeeper reappeared. A cobweb was stuck to the man’s hair, and his hands held a small, dirty wooden chest.
Carefully keeping his distance from Cas, the man set the chest on the table. Wiping off some of the dirt, the man then used his shaking fingers to open the catch. Cas edged closer to the table and leant over, feeling the magic pulsing from within. 
Inside the black velvet-lined box was a scatter of tiny wax-sealed packets of parchment, filled with something that smelled like burnt almonds. Amongst the packets was a scatter of small, clear quartz carvings. 
Cas lifted his head, horrified. He jabbed a ringed finger at the open chest.
“What the fuck are these?” he shouted, unable to contain the disgust in his voice.
The shopkeeper shook his head, his face flushing red, then white under Cas’ incredulous stare. At the sight of the quartz crystals, Cas had the unpleasant feeling that his eyes were starting to show their true, messed-up colours.
“T-talismans, sir,” the man stuttered, backing away, hands over his groin.
“Talismans? What the fuck for?” Cas’ gaze, one eye narrowed in accusation, slid down to the man’s hands. 
“F-for the ladies… the ladies wanting b-babies, milord!”
Running his hands over his face, Cas groaned into his palms. 
First the king dragging out honouring their bargain, and now all he had to work with were these insidious things? Was this what he had been reduced to now? It seemed he had no choice. Born without magic into a magical family, he’d left it too long to top up his power from someone else with plenty to spare. His years of traipsing around the continent, searching for what had been lost to time and ruin, had depleted him.The only crystals close by were those last few shards left from the glory days of magic. And those shards were now hidden in the back alley shadows of Aneirin. The rest had been consumed by the dragons, most of which were now long gone.
“Fucking hell,” Cas muttered, dropping his hands from his face. The lantern illuminated the finely carved shapes in the chest with a mocking flicker. “Fine, it’s fine.”
Shaking his head with disgust, Cas fished out a generous amount of gold coins from his leather pouch. Crystals were rare, but everyone accepted gold. The shopkeeper gawked at the coins in Ca’s hand, wide eyed, his fear momentarily abated. Cas dropped the coins on the table one by one. They rolled around with metallic chimes before settling flat.
“I’ll take the lot,” Cas said flatly. His lips thinned into a straight line.
“The lot, sir?” the shopkeeper gasped, his eyes round.
Movement caught Cas’ eye. It was the cat, peering around the edge of the screen. Cas narrowed his eyes at the animal, and with a hiss it disappeared from view. 
Peering back at the wooden chest, Cas eyed the tiny quartz phalluses with revulsion. In the flickering light, the curved shafts with their smooth, rounded heads appeared to wink back at him.
“Wrap them up, shopkeeper,” Cas sighed, defeated. “I’ll take my dicks to go.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Staring eye to eye with one of the penises, Cas felt reluctantly enthralled. Despite his sharp eyesight, he’d even raised the wick in the lantern to examine the tiny cock with more light. 
Whoever had shaped it had even carved in a thick vein on the underside, from its root to the tip. Considering its full length was shorter than his pinkie finger, the craftsmanship was something to be admired. As he twisted it in his hand, rainbows scattered emerged from the clear quartz like some unearthly ejaculation across the fine white-washed walls of the inn’s best room. 
As he finished wiping it over with a soft piece of cloth, he placed it carefully with the rest and sighed. He’d had spent the evening washing the carvings in hot water to remove any lingering dirt. The idea that this would make any difference to what he was about to do was ludicrous, but he’d prefer them spotless. He had a neat row of them now, lined up like soldiers across the table in front of him, next to a waiting jug of mulled wine. The servant had been confused when Cas had asked for a clean cloth and freshly boiled water to be sent up with his dinner. But by the time Cas had washed away the day’s grime from himself, every item that he’d requested had arrived on a tray left on the side table outside his door.
That was another reason he always stayed in the finest establishments. Not just because they were clean, with the blankets and beds free of lice. But because no request was too large, or too strange.
Staring at the neat row of crystals, Cas bit his lip. Running a hand through his smooth, pale hair, Cas realised he was just stalling now. 
His stomach growled, breaking up the gentle silence of his room. Perhaps he shouldn’t have eaten? Because there was a chance everything would come straight back up. That’s what had happened the last time he’d had to resort to this. His stomach protested further. He sat back and listened for a moment to the soft, sleepy coo of a pigeon outside his window.
Sliding his newly acquired mortar and pestle across the table, he settled them into place before him with a loud thump. It was of the highest quality, made of a dark green marble. He grabbed a crystal phallus, holding it up to the glass lantern in the centre of the round table.
“Happy grinding,” he muttered, dropping it into the bowl. The tiny dick made a brittle ring when it landed.
Picking up the pestle, Cas sent a kernel of his waning magic out of his hand, down the blunt club, to the waiting crystal. The phallus cracked, then shattered. Not long after, with some swift grinding, the quartz was ground into chunky grains. A fine cloud of shimmering particles rose as he worked, and he leaned forward, inhaling. His nostrils tingled, the blood vessels in his nose reacting already. Inhaling was one way of doing this, but he’d lose some of the magic by sneezing.
“At least they’re good quality,” he muttered, stirring the wine with his fork, agitating the grains on the bottom. 
It took him an hour to get all the other carvings to a fine enough consistency that pleased him. Using a small square of clean leather, rolled into a funnel, Cas tipped the glittering powder from the mortar into a clay jug of wine. 
As he stirred the mixture, Cas’ thoughts returned to the king. There was a lot riding on their bargain. The king wanted… him. And Cas needed a hell of a lot more potent magic, more than what tiny crystal dicks could spare him. Why the fuck had he left is so long? He chuckled to himself. He knew exactly why. It was always disappointing admitting how the rest of his family had a natural ability to source magic from within. 
While he had none.
An uncomfortable sensation rattling up the fork broke his musings, setting his teeth on edge. The fork had scraped the bottom of the jar. Adjusting the angle of his wrist, Cas continued stirring.
Black tourmaline would have been the most potent, but clear quartz would certainly do. There was no way to tell how long this quick fix would last him, which meant Cas still needed to see the king sooner rather than later. If the blasted man ever agreed to meet. 
“Fucking hypocrite,” Cas muttered as he worked, his finely shaped nose twitching. “He’s a fine king, isn’t he? Using magic for himself, while cursing his people to live cut off from the rest of us. Welcome to Aneirin,” he snorted, raising his voice like a street hawker, “the city of lies where night has fallen forever.” He sat back and examined the glittering powder before him. “Unless the Elves get their way, hmm?”
Satisfied at last, Cas set the fork down, lining it up with the knife on his discarded dinner plate.
He ignored his wine glass, picking up the jug of wine with both hands instead. Drinking from a glass would have been more refined. But previous experience had taught him that drinking the wine, mixed with what was basically powered glass, was best gotten over and done with quickly. The shards, no matter how smooth he’d ground them, would shred his guts. But considering he’d be absorbing the power from the crystal through his blood vessels anyway, that worked to his advantage. It was going to hurt either way. Which was fine. He was used to it.
“Long live the fucking king,” Cas muttered, eyes closed, and drained the wine. 
Fuck. 
It was excruciating.
He started choking on his own blood as the grains got caught in his throat. The jug slipped from Cas’ twitching fingers to the table, landing on its rounded side. Even through the haze of pain over his eyes, the sideways jug offended him. He tried to set it upright, to line it up neatly next to his plate. Frustratingly, his hand jerked beyond his control, and the jug rolled a mad circle until the handle stopped its tumble. 
As the jagged liquid filled his stomach, coughing racked Cas’ chest. The fresh blood from his stomach and his throat filled his mouth, leaving him with the unpleasant sensation of drowning. It was a battle not to panic, to tell himself that his magic-fuelled body was healing as quickly as his flesh was shredded. Unfortunately, the sensation would last all night. Drowning, barely breathing, healing, drowning. The pain would travel down through his guts, only stopping when overcome by his magic-replenished flesh. 
Cas bent over, breaking out in a sweat as the pain radiated through his limbs. The jug, lying on its side, disturbed him almost as much. But he could do nothing, fighting as he was, not to pass out from the blinding pain.
As he coughed up more fresh blood into his mouth, which had to be swallowed back down, Cas grimaced. It was a test of his will to keep his lips sealed. The idea of all those phalluses in his guts was a disturbingly hilarious thought.
Cas laughed before he could stop himself, spraying blood down his shirt, across the table. He clapped his hands over his mouth, trying to contain the hysteria rising within, trying to keep the sizzling magic from spraying forth. 
This wasn’t the worse thing he had done, but the thought of his parents watching him from wherever their souls now dwelt was just too much.
With another spray of blood leaking through his trembling fingers, Cas laughed again. The noise came out like a choked sob. 
Before him, the lantern flame flared higher, responding to the power multiplying inside his tortured, bleeding body. The tiny phalluses were indeed working their life-giving magic in a way that the craftsperson had likely never envisioned.
“Oh father,” Cas coughed, blood leaking down his wrists. “If only you could see me now.”
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Rhydian


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

Rhydian reached the stables, more by feel than sight.  
The night watch had let the torches burn low around the cobbled yard. The darkness wasn’t absolute, but it was close to. As he had made his way across the stones, he could feel and taste the damp mist in the still air of the early dawn. The sky was still dark, with only a few stars winking around faint clouds. A golden glow promised dawn in the east and the atmosphere of peaceful beauty lingered in the air. All was still and quiet. No one else should have been awake. But as he approached the royal stables, warm and welcome light spilled out from inside.
He stepped through the large wooden doors, his tired smile filled with amusement. They had been left slightly ajar, just for him. 
“Merion,” Rhydian murmured sleepily at the groom. The older man was leading Blackthorn from his stall. “How do you know? I never catch you asleep. As you rightly should be,” he added.
One corner of the groom’s mouth twitched, which amounted to a smile from him. “Me asleep, my prince? I should say the same to you.”
With a deep chuckle, Merion led the tall black horse towards Rhydian. The groom’s ruddy face was sleepy under his mop of grey tinged dark hair and bushy beard. He looked calm, dressed in a deep green tunic and brown leather pants. His old stained leather apron covered his front, the pouches stuffed with combs, brushes and tools. One of his scarred hands rested on Blackthorn’s saddle, the dark leather gleaming in the warm lantern light. 
The black horse’s ears pricked up on seeing Rhydian, offering his velvety black nose. Stepping close, Rhydian cradled Blackthorn’s head; his lips brushing the horse’s warm cheek.
Rhydian laughed into the glossy black hair against his face. He nodded in agreement and then began his inspection of the perfectly set bridle and saddle out of habit. Merion made no comment, his brown eyes following the prince’s every move. Standing relaxed by the stable doors, he had one hand in a pocket and one rubbing his beard. He expected any rider worth his salt to check his own tack before riding off.
Confident that his horse was perfectly ready, paused as always. Rhydian nodded.
“Thank you, Merion.” Rhydian opened his mouth but paused and then thought better about what he was going to say. He shook his head. A ride would be best. 
“My prince?” The groom enquired. “Is there something else?”
Rhydian hesitated. Blackthorn tugged at Rhydian’s hand on his head, eager to be off.
“No.” Maybe.
“Are you sure?”
“My dreams again,” Rhydian offered, turning to look out into the quiet ward. His horse tossed its head. “Hush, beautiful. We’ll get there.”
“Ah.” Merion nodded in sudden understanding, coming to stand beside him. 
“When I sleep, I dream.” Rhydian shook his head. “My dreams…” He avoided Merion’s gaze. “When I wake, I feel…” his voice drifted. He couldn’t say it aloud. 
Guilt.
“You have my ear, my prince, if you ever need it.” Facing the man, Rhydian smiled gratefully. 
“I fear you’d think me mad.”
Merion raised his eyebrows in invitation. Rhydian laughed. His horse stamped impatiently.
“Well. I dream of the forest, and ah, green light. Sometimes there is a woman leaning over me.”
Merion’s beard twitched.
“No,” Rhydian laughed. “Not quite like that.” He paused. “Her face is unclear. I can see she has black hair. And I…,” he coughed. “I weep when I see her.”
Merion was silent, his dark eyes solemn. Rhydian took a breath. It was hard to speak the words aloud, so he turned back to the dark ward beyond the doors.
“Last night I think she was crying, too. Her eyes were shining in the dark and her arms were open to me. She beckoned me to come.” He paused again, watching the darkness of the courtyard ease. It sounded like other people were awake. Voices echoed out of the dark barracks to their left. Rhydian lowered his voice.
“Her arms were around me and I was… I was free. In the dark with her, I knew I was free.” Rhydian looked down at the leather reins in his hands. “But I didn’t want to be free. It scared me. I felt I was betraying her…”
Merion waited calmly.
Rhydian took a breath and avoided Merion’s dark eyes. Blackthorn nudged him gently. 
“When I woke this morning, my face was wet.”
The sound of voices was getting closer. There was a deep sigh beside him.
“Dreams can mean many things, my prince. When you ride out today, don’t shy away from them. Bring them to the light. Let the noble trees lean in to hear what you have to say.” Merion’s voice was calm. There was no hint of the amusement that his father would show had Rhydian confessed his dreams to the king.
A small group of three were laughing as they approached the glow that leaked out of the stable doors. All were carrying packs. Davyn was carrying Rhydian’s sword belt, complete with its two daggers. That could only mean one thing. A hunt. Lucky he was dressed with his sturdiest riding boots and his warmest cloak.
Turning to the figures stepping into the warm glow inside, Rhydian let a smile spread across his face.
“It looks like we need more horses saddled today, Merion.” 
His groom sighed. Davyn, closest to Rhydian in age, tripped the younger Chase on his way through the doors. Rhydian rarely condoned that behaviour, but young Chase had been trying out his pranks on them lately. With a mad squawk, the boy went headfirst into the straw beside him, his pack dropping to the floor. Laughing, the other man, Wyll, caught Chase’s cloak from behind in his fist and dragged him up.
Merion shook his head, but his dark brown eyes were twinkling. He grinned behind his beard. “More horses to saddle then, with no warning?”
The men and boy snorted, and set to work under the prince’s watchful eye. They knew Rhydian expected them to help the groom if they wanted to join him this morning. 
Rhydian stood back and laughed softly, Blackthorn nudging him, impatient to leave.
“I heard the cooks wondering if we’d see another boar or two,” Merion murmured. 
“We can only take what the forest offers,” Rhydian laughed. “We’ll see.”
Merion nodded, beard twitching as he stepped over to help Chase buckle a strap on his own smaller horse.
Turning away from the jostling and sleepy smiles of his men, Rhydian pressed his face back against Blackthorn’s warm neck. Last night’s dream had affected him deeply, and the deep musk of his horse soothed his troubled heart.
Rhydian kissed Blackthorn’s shining coat, and the horse tossed his head again.
“We can only take what the forest offers,” Rhydian repeated under his breath. Perhaps the forest would absorb the shadows of his dreams in return.
His horse snorted. Rhydian patted Blackthorn’s soft nose and ran his lips along the animal’s shining cheek.
“And whatever the forest offers me, I’ll not refuse.”
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Aurelia


Year 367
The Forest

“Holy quartz,” a shocked voice murmured beside Aurelia’s ear.  
Her green eyes narrowed at the surprise in Flare’s tiny voice. Frowning, Aurelia peered through the great swell of the giant trees around them.
“Aurelia.” Tiny claws shifted on her shoulder. “That’s the prince.”
She stifled a snort.
The prince here in the forest? Unlikely. They were looking for a king, not a prince. They were still days of travel from Aneirin.
The man across the river could have been anyone. He was tall and slim. Soft looking golden brown hair fell above his shoulders in careless waves, framing his finely made features. The skin of his face and hands were sun touched. He was dressed in dark clothes, his long legs in dusty pants. Tough boots navigated the slippery rocks. The man had a collected, gentle beauty about him. In fact, compared to the Elves of home, the man was quite- What? Aurelia shut that thought down quickly. He was getting closer to their hidden position. 
The river here was the narrowest and shallowest for some stretch each way. He was picking his way carefully amongst the mossy rocks, his gaze lowered to his boots. He didn’t seem concerned that her side of the river was a frozen wonderland of crisp tasting air, deep snows and ice covered trees. While across the freezing clear water, the bank was a riot of brilliant greens, lush and fragrant and full of life. 
Hearing about the curse of a kingdom cut off from others her whole life was normal. Seeing the effects of the curse had taken her breath away.
And the man trying to keep his balance along the rocks paid it no mind.
Aurelia bit her lip. If he were of royal blood, he would be one of the dark magicians that had enslaved the once free folk of his lands. She blinked as the light reflected off the rushing water; the sound of which covered the noise of the man’s passing. 
Above them, the midday sun was a bright slash over the river. Aurelia hadn’t seen it clearly for weeks, and the light made her blink rapidly. The trees, taller than one hundred people standing with feet on shoulders, had blocked its direct light from the travellers below. That had been another awe-inspiring revelation. The further north she’d gone, the more incredible the forest had become. She was used to caves, but the claustrophobic forest was something else. It was impossible to see far, with the giant trunks crowded close. The hills and peaks of the landscape she had travelled were not high enough to afford a clear view. Sounds were muffled too, and at night she thought she had seen strange flickering lights once or twice.
She rubbed the callouses on her thumbs and fingers together. Aurelia was used to wide open spaces on the mountains. Under the trees was like being smothered by a blanket of green foliage in every direction, except for the occasional path. Or the multiple rivers and creeks that snaked through the trees, bubbling arteries carrying precious water to the giants around them.
Her eyes wandered over the green hues across the river. Shades of emerald, moss agate and opal mixed in a riot of glorious colours. Leaves and foliage and trees catching the fading light. It was beautiful. Perhaps more so than the icy forest behind her. She felt guilty at the thought, but as the caves and mountains where she had grown up were black, white, and grey, this was quite a revelation. No wonder she’d loved covering her chamber walls with coloured paints as a child. 
She was thinking about all the strange fungus and interesting purple mushrooms she had passed when Flare shifted his wings slightly. Aurelia’s gaze travelled back to the bank opposite.
The man had stopped.
Frozen twigs pressed into her snow-dusted hair as she leaned forward. The air tasted like clean snow, with the hint of something fragrant from across the water. 
What was he doing?
It had taken so long to get here; she was impatient to keep going. Aurelia had been making her way north from the caves of Lolihud. Her only contact with people had been when she had traded precious minerals and Lolihud gold for a horse in a small village a few days ago. Now, after weeks of travel, she had heard the party of men making camp on the far side of the river. It seemed likely that they’d come from Aneirin. There were no other towns or villages nearby, and no other big cities left this far north.
Investigating them, she had tracked the tallest of the men as he’d walked his horse along the bank. He appeared to be talking to the black animal, while walking far out of hearing from his hunting party. Flare, her travelling companion and long-time friend, had frozen in alarm on her shoulder at seeing him up close. 
Hatching a plan with the little she had to work with, Aurelia had sent Flare ahead. Now they watched. Waited.
Finally.
The young man stopped. He straightened. He had caught sight of the doe. Flare had dropped it on the rocks, on the man’s side of the river. Her heart ached for the animal’s terror. But she needed to know.
If the man was from Aneirin, that was good. If he was the prince? Even better. But what was most important was that he invited her across the water. 
With his invitation, she could pass through the edge of the curse, right into the kingdom of dark magic users. Where she could safely cross inside to Aneirin and complete her mission. Aurelia’s heart skipped at the idea. It was to be her that would break the wards that bound the kingdom from attack, while the king planned one of his own that was intended to decimate her people.
Flare’s claws squeezed her shoulder. 
The man was making his cautious way along the fist-sized rocks towards the stricken animal. His lips were open slightly, and concern was clear in his expression.
Aurelia reached up, touching her chilled finger to the tip of Flare’s claw. Her voice was a whisper. “He doesn’t look like a monster. Are you sure he’s the prince?” 
From her shoulder, Flare’s voice became even softer. “Monsters rarely appear as we think they should.” He shifted amongst the folds of her cloak and she caught a flash of purple scales from the corner of her eye. 
“He looks just like an elf, one of my kind. He looks so... normal.” Aurelia frowned at her own words. 
But how could she judge, really? This sweet-faced young man was the first person she’d ever met that had no magic. That was the only difference between an elf and a human, after all. Some of the younger Elves flaunted their meagre tricks with coloured hair and off eyes. When she got to Aneirin, she would have to pay close attention, and see if the humans there showed any other differences to the Elves.
Flare shifted again, his voice an insistent puff beside her. “It is him. It was his father that had something to do with the dragons disappearing. At least that is what the Elder One spoke of.”
“What? How do you know that?” It was hard to not raise her voice. This was news to her.
“Apparently-”
“Wait, tell me later,” Aurelia hissed in frustration.
The man reached the doe.
Kneeling amongst the rocks, he appeared to be talking to the trembling animal. It lay panting, sprawled, shocked and injured after being dropped from a great height. In his small dragon form, Flare was tiny. But he was strong.
The man sat back on his heels and murmured to his black horse on the bank behind him. The horse snorted in return.
The small deer managed to stand, staggering away from him. It froze as the man reached out, touching the animal’s leg. He rubbed its swollen joint and murmured something under his breath.
What was he doing? Aurelia needed him to kill it. So she could spring free and claim he had taken her prey. It was a weak plan. But it was all she had.
The doe was eyeing the man warily. He stared back, a smile lighting his face. After a quick blink, the tiny animal shook itself off. It hobbled over to where the river bubbled in a calm pool and leant over to drink. Brushing back his hair off his face, the man stood up. He gazed at the deer. He was still smiling as he turned to head back to his horse.
“What a waste,” Aurelia said under her breath. 
Flare made no reply. He seemed fascinated by the man.
“If it is the prince, perhaps we can finish this now, while he’s alone,” she murmured. “We’ll get through another way. To the castle, to the library.”
“You can’t do this here. It has to be done over the stones of the castle.” Flare’s voice was cautious. “Not in the forest.”
True. 
Untangling a twig from her long hair and careful not to dislodge Flare from her shoulder, Aurelia lifted her bow. 
“Aurelia,” Flare hissed, his claws tightening. 
Ignoring him, Aurelia ran her hands over the wood. It had been a gift from Flare, perfected by a master craftswoman, right before they had left for their journey. 
A token, he had said, rustling his wings. The bow was beautiful, long and sleek. It was finely made of a dark brown wood, with elaborate carvings and patterns in swirls and circles. Infinitely better than the plain rough bow that she had intended to bring.
She tested its weight in her hand.
“Aurelia.”
“Hush.” 
They needed this in order to get through the line of the curse.
Admiring the man’s tall form, Aurelia felt no qualms. His hands were loose by his sword belt as he made his way along the bank. He had the figure of one who knew how to use it. She dropped her gaze. 
The doe was behind him.
Eyes on the animal, Aurelia could hear humming over the gurgle of the river. Her gaze narrowed. She reached behind and randomly drew forth an arrow from her quiver. There was a myriad of coloured options. Flicking a glance down, she smiled. 
Red. The traditional colour of the old making way for the new. The colour of rebirth, her friend Bindy, just as good an archer as Aurelia, would say with a wink. Colours were important to all the Elves. Except for Fox, wrapped in black.
Imagining Fox’s black-on-black attire amongst a sea of colourful Elves almost broke her focus. She cleared her mind, ignoring Flare’s frantic squeeze threatening to prick her skin through layers of fabric.
In one smooth movement, she knocked her arrow and drew the string tight. Her hands were steady, and she blinked a cool snowflake off her eyelashes. Aurelia emptied her lungs in a smooth exhaled of soft, misted breath.
She let the arrow fly.
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Rhydian


Year 367
The Forest

“I woke up with a wet face again this morning.” 
Blackthorn tossed his shining black mane.
“What’s wrong with me? Why do I wake up crying some mornings?” 
Walking beside his horse, Rhydian stepped carefully to avoid taking a slip along the mossy rocks. While there were shallow rocky banks across the rushing expanse, an unexpected tumble would leave him with a wet backside.
“Come here, Blackthorn, my good horse. Watch your hooves on this moss. Step over that… good. I always tell you the dawn light is a comfort after restless nights. You never believe me, do you? All you want is your oats and an open field. Trust me, the forest understands us. Don’t look at me like that. I know what I’m talking about. Getting out of the castle is good for all of us. Not just for the hunting. For our hearts. And I feel a tug to go further today. Just a bit. Why not?
“I need the clarity that comes with the morning glow on the damp leaves. I need cold air to wash my dreams away. In some dreams, I’m flying. Damp clouds, like endless rivers of fog, glowing with mysterious distant lights. In some dreams, I’m floating. That scares me the most. You know I can’t swim. I can’t float. Don’t roll your eyes at me, Blackthorn. You’re no feather pillow, are you?”
Rhydian admired the colours of the forest to their right. The forest was alive, solemn, and immense. The river to the left was a deep turquoise, foaming in the shallow parts as it rushed over smooth rocks. But the bank across the river was harder to make out. It was… misty, the colours less bright. It hurt his eyes to examine the pale shore. So he didn’t.
“We’ll have a gallop with the men in a day or so, after we get back to the open fields.” He bit his lip as he thought of the dark expanses of his dreams, the fields where his soul seemed to walk during the night.
“Sometimes, I am in the dark with a woman. No, not like that. Don’t snort at me. She ignores me at first. Shakes her head, her black hair shining in the dark and her green eyes lit from within. Wait. Slow here, my beauty, let me just place my hand here. Thank you.”
Blackthorn danced over a slippery section like the highly trained horse he was, while Rhydian had to put an arm out to catch his balance.
“Then she speaks, but I can’t understand. But I become afraid. I need to know what she says. That’s why we’re here with the early sun. The stillness. Your presence is just as calming as the forest. Have I told you that? Your warm breath revives my chilly hands, too. By the gods, it’s cold here. What happened to the warmth?
“Look! There, a light in the grass beyond that mossy oak… Did we just see a sprite…? I know they’re still here around us. Hey. Don’t butt my face like that.”
Rhydian slowed his pace, then stopped. The hairs on the back of his neck were rising. He reached up with his free hand to brush his golden brown hair from his eyes. Turning as casually as he could, away from the slight movement across the river, Rhydian pressed his face against his horse, thinking about what he’d heard. The faint snap of a twig might have been in his imagination. The river was not as wide here and the far bank was only about five or six metres away. He pressed his cheek to Blackthorn’s.
“Maybe I’ll see her face in my dreams tonight.”
He stopped up short. 
What in all the hells? 
It was a doe, collapsed and shaking on the rocks a few metres ahead, closer to the water. It was an unlikely place for a doe to rest. 
He kept his eyes on the small, trembling animal, but his hearing focused on the far side of the river. Something lurked there, but he couldn’t quite focus his blue eyes across the water.
“Let me tie you here, Blackthorn.” His men were back at camp, empty-handed from their hunt, he assumed. Their laughter had scattered any animals away. 
Rhydian eyed the doe again. 
“Perhaps the forest has offered up something after all.”
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Fox


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

A wall of sickly sweet incense drifted over Fox as he pushed through the golden doors. He resisted the urge to cough. Jessikah followed sullenly behind, sneezing as she stepped into the smoke.  
The figure across the chamber turned with a frown, an expression that smoothed on seeing who it was. The Elder, a genderless wrinkled figure, needed him to activate the tray-sized slice of shining black obsidian, which was hung against the far wall. 
Fox pointed with a pale hand to the door, and Jessikah moved to stand beside the ornately decorated panels. Her usual plain tunic with brown cloak looked horrible next to the finery. She flinched at his smug expression and turned away. She picked up some scented pine resin, scattering it on the gold brazier that smoked nearby.
Bright fur rugs that held back the chill from the rock below were soft under his heavy boots. Fox’s black hair, black clothes and black cloak were at odds with the riot of colours and lantern lights that filled the Elder’s large chambers. Fox stood out like a ray of darkness. He held no love for the bright colours favoured by the Elves of the cave. Once, perhaps. But no longer.
Scattered about the chamber were cushions and heavy curtains in jewel toned colours. The walls in this part of the mountain were a glistening stone. The bright colours, along with the Elder’s bright red robes, had Fox narrow his eyes in distaste.
Pale eyes assessed him coolly. A scarred hand waved at the large slice of black obsidian against the wall. It was a single piece of stone, glassy black and shining like oil on water. Incense smoke swirled across its surface from a brazier nearby.
“You can’t manage it on your own?” Fox asked.
The Elder shook their head, pale lips thinning. Long grey hair shimmered in the lantern light. 
Fox bit back his sigh. The Elder had little power remaining. Stripped of their power, the Elder was banished from their kingdom by the Aneirin king, rendering them helpless. The Elder was left as a dried out husk, existing as some kind of figure held by sinew and bitter purpose alone. 
Understanding the terror of helplessness, Fox had helped where he could. Now, after many years, plans were in motion to take it back. 
Fox reached out a pale hand and touched the obsidian with one finger. He slowed his breathing. 
Aurelia. 
With her long dark hair and clear green eyes, Aurelia was a beautiful young woman. She was a little wild, but able to see through most people she met. Fox had barely shared any of himself with her, yet her calm gaze always seemed to see past his bitter heart.
The black surface of the stone in front of him merely reflected his face at first, a face that he had worn for years now. Pale skin, high cheekbones and black eyes. Golden flecks that peppered his irises. They shimmered, like tiny gilded flakes, that he could never get rid of, no matter how much he tried. Within the dark depths of the volcanic glass they appeared like bright stars. Disgusted by them, Fox closed his eyes and let his power flow. The surrounding temperature dropped.
The Elder stepped closer, eyes bright. They were eager to see how far Aurelia and Flare had gotten. Towards the kingdom of Aneirin, that had left the Elder scarred and broken. A kingdom far north, where magic was forbidden and forgotten. A royal family that harboured magic only for themselves ruled its people. The Elder knew they had dark designs on the Elves of the south.
Aurelia had taken a couple of weeks to travel north without arousing suspicion. She had trekked from the Lolihud ice caves of the south, through snow and ash. Grey ash, that still fell occasionally from the times of chaos in the dragon homeland. 
Finally, she had moved through the greener forests of the north. Heading towards a curse that needed to be broken, believing it would protect her people from further harm. She had passed through twisted trees that formed canopies that absorbed the most feeble rays of the sun above.
After two weeks of hard travel, Aurelia should be close. The Elder had spoken with Aurelia via the crystal pendants they both wore. But despite the danger of discovery, the Elder was eager to see. 
After a shimmering and dark flash, trees appeared across the surface of the black stone. Then a river, then a dark-haired woman appeared, hidden on the bank. 
It was Aurelia. She was in the trees, tying a bandage around her ankle. She was at the point in the great forest where the snow stopped and the green forest started in an abrupt line.
The curse line. A line where the dark magic of Aneirin prevented its people from wandering across, the Elder had explained to Fox when they had first met. 
Watching as Aurelia straightened, Fox frowned. She was knocking an arrow into her bow.
A young man with golden brown hair led his black horse along the mossy rocks. The man appeared to be singing.
The Elder hissed.
Fox removed his finger from the cold stone, turning to the strange androgynous figure. Enough of his power vibrated through the obsidian within which the image remained. 
“What is it?” Fox watched warring emotions play across the grey face.
The Elder clutched a scarred hand to their chest, holding the green crystal pendant that let them communicate with Aurelia. They shook their head, green eyes wide under the curtain of pale hair. 
“Elder One?” Fox urged, his voice sharp.
The Elder dragged their gaze from the images before them. Pale eyes glanced his way. Who was the man? Not the king, Aurelia’s quarry. She couldn’t be that close to Aneirin’s great fortress just yet. This golden-haired man was too young.
The Elder was trembling. 
What in the hells was going on?
Fox clicked his finger to Jessikah. She was still at the door. He pointed to a golden jug set upon a marble table. She hurried to pour the Elder a drink. Handing it over to trembling hands, Jessikah refused to look at Fox. She slunk back to her place at the door.
“Thank you,” the Elder murmured after a sip. Pale colourless eyes were intensely examining the shimmering images playing across the black stone.
Aurelia was tracking the man with her bow.
Fox waited impatiently.
“That boy.” The Elder cleared their throat. “That man. That’s… he’s the prince.”
Fox’s eyebrows shot up, and he laughed, shaking his head. That seemed highly unlikely. They were after the king. The Elder’s wrinkled face winced at his smirk.
“I’m serious,” they said, taking another sip. Their withered hand was still trembling. 
Fox straightened. They were serious.
Interesting.
Concentrating on the shimmering image of the scene in the forest, he watched and listened to them talk. The prince raised his hands.
Aurelia raised her bow. 
And sent her arrow across the river. 
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Fox shook his head. “Aurelia knows what she’s doing.”
“She needs the dagger first,” the Elder hissed. It was hard to tell, but the wrinkles and the scars of their face suggested barely restrained anger. Possibly fear. “Just what is he doing there? And how far is she from the castle? We need her to dissolve the border of the curse first, so we can get past…” Their breathing was laboured. They took another gulp from the cup. 
Fox sniffed the air. It was strong wine.
“Aurelia knows what needs to be done,” Fox repeated. “She knows how to get to the castle and start her search for the dagger. She won’t proceed with her mission until she has it. Then she’ll bring it back here, all like you asked.”
The scarred hand tightened over the pendant. 
“I can’t believe this,” they whispered. “He looks so…” their voice faded.
Fox tilted his head. The Elder knew the prince? That was interesting. When the Elder had been banished from Aneirin, the prince would have been a small child. 
“It doesn’t matter,” the Elder hissed again. “All that matters is she doesn’t mess this up.”
“As I said before, she knows what she is doing.” Fox said, careful of his words. Aurelia had given up a lot in her young life, the carefree whims that so many chased, to be the champion of her people. “And perhaps,” he added with a wry twist of his lips, “it was destiny that they were to meet.”
“Destiny has no part in this,” the Elder snapped.
Fox made no further comment. He watched the scene unfold on the banks of the river. He couldn’t see Flare. The tiny purple dragon was hidden amongst Aurelia’s cloak. The Elder had noticed his scowl.
“What?” they snapped.
“Flare,” Fox said reluctantly. “I don’t believe he’ll be able to keep his mouth shut.”
The Elder stayed silent, aware of Fox’s distaste for the dragon.
“How will anyone from a kingdom that abhors magic think that a talking lizard is just a pet?” Fox crossed his arms. “Remind me why is he even there.” 
The Elder turned to face him fully. Their wrinkled, scarred hand, clutching the pendant, still trembled. 
“Flare is there to keep an eye on her.” Their voice was crisp. “To get her across the line of the curse.” Pale eyes narrowed at Fox. “Because you refused to.”
Ah.
That was true.
Fox had valid reasons for not going, though. Surely he’d done enough? To get the Elder and the other Elves this far along in their plans. He’d made a promise, yes, but in the end it wasn’t his war, after all. He blinked away images of the conflicts in his past that never let him rest. But still... It had surprised Fox the dragon agreed to travel so far from the minerals he consumed to sustain his magic. 
The Elder stepped back from his expression, but covered their fear with a cough. They turned back to the slab of obsidian. “It doesn’t matter. The curse means they won’t realise what he is. People in Aneirin don’t believe in dragons anymore, that they’re creatures of myth now. They believe all of them have disappeared.”
Fox couldn’t help the wintry smile twisting his lips. “Except for Flare,” he murmured. “Perhaps a couple of others.”
The Elder licked their bottom lip; their tongue was so pale it was almost white. “Perhaps.”
The scene on the riverbank had played itself out. For better or worse, Fox wasn’t sure. The image faded from the surface. It was simply glossy black stone once more.
The Elder stepped back and dropped the pendant. Shuffling towards the balcony, they paused at the narrow doors. The mountain winds were their usual fierce howl, but it surprised Fox to see the peaks across the valley. Usually, thick fog obscured them. He was admiring their jagged splendour when a thin, scarred arm reached out, slamming the door. The thick glass quickly fogged from the cloyingly sweet smoke and heat inside.
The Elder spoke to Fox without turning around.
“The king was a smart man. But like all men, his ego made him think he was above all honour.” The Elder gazed out into the distant peaks. Planning, like always. “Aurelia will need to re-adjust the plan on how to proceed.”
Making sure the Elder was still turned away; Fox touched the black stone again. Trees crowded thick and high. It was a lush world, far north from here. He missed the feeling of wonder as he’d walked through trees and the valleys. His fingers dropped from the stone. The images vanished.
Another time, another place. Another life.
No. 
I will not think of that. 
The sullen figure of Jessikah, her petite form slumped against the wall, straightened as Fox sent her a smug look. She had been staring at the Elder at the balcony door, her tiny fists clenched by her sides. Avoiding his glare, Jessikah dropped her gaze to the floor, tucking her chin to her chest.
With a pleased snort, Fox turned back to the black obsidian on the wall. Unable to help himself, he reached out and touched the shining surface once more. His fingers burned with deep cold as his magic flared.
Aurelia appeared, the prince standing beside her horse.
Fox flicked a glance to the Elder’s back. His glittering eyes darted back to the prince.
His blue eyes were searching the sky above the forest. He kept watch the whole time as he led Aurelia back to where his horse waited. 
Fox dropped his fingers from the stone, a ripple of unease sliding down his spine.
Aurelia, beware. 
I doubt he is as innocent as he seems.
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Merion


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

The hair on the back of Merion’s neck prickled.  
All along the row of stalls, the horses closest to the stable doors whinnied. A figure appeared, their shadow reaching into the building like grey mist.
Merion looked up from polishing his first saddle for the day. 
It was the king.
The groom rose and bobbed his head. 
“My liege.” 
Putting the saddle aside, and whistled for one of the under grooms. He chewed at his bushy beard, waiting.
The king stepped through the great double wooden doors. Looking around, he nodded towards Merion.
The king was wearing tough riding clothes, not his usual velvet. He had a small leather bag slung across one shoulder. The morning sun backlit his lean figure as he stepped into the royal stables. With his long riding cloak, and his silver grey hair, at first he looked like an older man. 
Merion rubbed his hands upon his stained leather apron. When the king was closer, it was easy to see that the king’s grey hair only enhanced his young features. It was easy to see why the few visitors they had to Aneirin mistook the king for the prince instead.
“Groom,” the king murmured as his pale blue eyes observed the horses. Those that had their heads over their stall doors had their ears pointed back. “I am travelling today.”
A small, dark-haired boy ran in.
“Oh!”
He came skidding to a stop at the sight of the king. The boy, Kyle, bowed his head. His youthful voice was full of apprehension as he spoke to the straw on the floor. 
“King Aran.” The boy raised his head and the king, lips curled in a tight smile, nodded once.
“Young groom,” the king murmured. “My horse.”
Merion coughed, then pointed to the tack room. The boy, one of Merion’s nephews, nodded. He bowed again to the king and set off to fetch the gear required for the king’s horse. They all knew the routine when the king was travelling.
Horses near the king whinnied again; one of them kicked its stall. Merion walked over to soothe the mare, clicking his tongue. He hated to turn his back on the king. Not for the disrespect. But because the hairs on his neck were still tingling.
Uncrossing his arms, the king walked over to stand beside Merion. The next stall to them was empty. A blanket hung on a peg, and neatly stacked hay was against the far wall. The king’s expression turned interested.
Merion cleared his throat. “Is everything alright, my liege?”
The king peered over the wooden door into the empty stall.
“Where is my son’s horse?” 
Looking up from soothing the grey mare, Merion wiped his hands on his apron. “The prince has him, sire.”
“This early?” the king asked, frowning. 
“Quite early, my liege.” Merion looked past the king to the stalls further along behind the king. Another horse kicked their stall.
Where was that damn boy with the king’s horse? 
Merion cleared his throat. “The prince is off with his men, my liege. For fresh game. The head cook mentioned some veal or boar would be welcome.”
The king looked up, staring straight at Merion. “I see.” 
Frozen in place by the king’s piercing blue gaze, Merion held his breath. It wasn’t a lie. The prince was out looking for game. Fresh air. The king was travelling often, but when he was in residence, his son was usually not. The prince must not have been privy to the king’s plans to travel today then.
The king stepped along the stalls of nervous horses. As he stepped closer to Merion, the groom’s shoulders tensed automatically. The king turned his face to him, a small frown marring his forehead, but was gone within a moment. The king turned away to face the stable doors, arms crossed over his chest.
“I see,” the king repeated. 
The jingle of tack, along with the voices of two boys, caught both their attention, and they turned to the back of the stables.
Thank the gods.
Kyle, aged ten summers, had roped in an extra pair of hands to saddle up the king’s tall chestnut horse. Kyle’s younger brother, Martyn, only seven summers old, was leading the splendid horse. Martyn was dressed much the same as Kyle, dark brown tunics and pants, clean hand-me-downs from their older brother Chase.
The horse stepped forward and sniffed the king’s hand as the man caught the bridle on the tossing head. Merion would have been able to ready the horse faster himself, but that meant leaving the other horses alone with the king. Another horse whinnied, confirming Merion’s choice. The king glanced around and narrowed his eyes before returning them to inspect his horse.
“My liege,” Merion ventured. “Do you need a pack horse? Or perhaps a guard?”
Three men wheeled carts of stacked wood across the great courtyard outside. The clack of the wooden wheels on the cobbles and heavy hooves was the only noise. Apart from the occasional whinny and kicking of stall walls down the aisle. The king stepped back and let Kyle and Martyn lead the horse to the stable doors. 
“A guard?” The king turned to Merion, his blue eyes hardening. 
Merion, cursing himself, nodded. He wiped stained hands on his apron again. 
“Yes, my liege. When you leave by yourself, there is worry, sire.”
One eyebrow rose. “Worry?”
“Your subjects, sire. We worry… for you.”
The king’s pale blue eyes widened in surprise. “You do?” he asked.
“For your safety, sire.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. They did worry about the king, and where he went by himself for weeks on end.
The king looked doubtful. 
Interrupting them, Martyn cleared his throat and held out the reins. The small boy, dark-haired and lanky, handed them over with an awkward bow. Beside his brother, Kyle bowed awkwardly, his dark eyes wide.
The king smiled with a quick twist of his mouth. Unhooking his bag off his shoulder, he threw the leather pack over the horn before hoisting himself into the saddle.
As the king settled his riding boots in the stirrups, he glanced down at Martyn. The boy froze.
“Do you know which way he went, little groom?”
“No, my liege. But my older brother went. They’re out hunting.” His voice whistled through a missing front tooth.
Merion couldn’t read the king’s expression. Chewing on his beard, he motioned the boys aside.
The king pressed his knees into his horse, and it headed for the door. The soft light of a new day welcomed them as hooves echoed across the expanse of the great courtyard beyond.
“Hunting,” the king wondered aloud, urging his horse forward. “Aren’t we all?”
The king rode across the courtyard, Merion watching until the man and horse disappeared beneath the innermost stone arch of the thick defensive wall. Unease remained in the king’s wake. Merion chewed his beard again.
A horse whinnied somewhere down along the stalls.
“Uncle,” whispered Kyle.
Merion glanced down, his eyebrows raised.
“He scares me,” the boy whispered.
Martyn shifted awkwardly and reached down for his younger brother’s hand. He said nothing, his dark eyes solemn.
It was tempting to tell the lad to watch his mouth. But the king was far enough away he wouldn’t hear. 
And after all, it was true. 
Another horse kicked again.
The king scared them all.






  
  7
Rhydian


Year 367
The Forest

Rhydian secured his horse to a low branch. The rocks were too slippery to risk Blackthorns’s legs here, even as strong and sure as the animal was. Rhydian made his own slow way down to the river’s edge. A faint mist was snaking about in the golden light of the setting sun. The rushing river was not quite as fast here. It would be the best place to cross for many turns of the river, if he’d need to.  
His mind shied away again from the thought of the far side of the river. Even as his nose discerned the sharp difference between the scents of old forest behind him and the dry cold of the misty trees in front of the water.
The only thing that his mind could focus on was the tiny warning that tickled his brain, emanating from the hidden figure almost directly across from him. 
Rhydian kept his movements slow, and his hands away from his sword and dagger to focus on the doe. Maybe they were waiting for a chance at the poor creature. 
The young doe was indeed in distress. A swollen ankle looked painful as the poor thing panted, frozen in shock and pain. He assumed it must have hurt itself on the rocks. It watched him warily, eyes wide. He approached the small animal cautiously and got close enough to count the fine hairs along its soft nose.
“Hush, my sweet,” he murmured, “I’m here to help, hush.”
Without touching the trembling creature, he lowered himself into a crouch, making soothing noises. Carefully, he touched the limb, trying to determine if it was broken. The swollen joint seemed to cool under his hand. 
After a moment, it blinked at him. Finally, it decided. He was no threat. It wandered to the water for a drink.
He smiled and stood slowly. The figure across the river was still. He tilted his head back to catch a glimpse from slitted eyes. They probably thought he was a fool. But the tiny deer wasn’t worth it. He had plenty of meat and fish back at camp.
Rhydian turned and made his way back to his horse. Blackthorn’s soft ears had turned to the far bank of the river. His soft nostrils flared. One hoof stamped. 
Casually, Rhydian flexed his hands, humming a tavern song. He discreetly loosened his sword in its scabbard. 
The back of his neck tingled uncomfortably.
And then he heard it. 
A near silent twang came from behind him, just audible over the river’s rush. 
There was a dull thump soon after.
His stomach dropped. 
Damn. 
He moved his hands away from his weapons and turned back with caution.
The small deer was lying still. An arrow with red fletching protruded from its left eye.
He raised wide eyes to the far bank. It was hard to focus, but there was a blurry figure amongst the wavering light and mist. It hurt his head to look for some reason, but the longer he stared, the clearer they became. Which was good, because he still intended to yell something obscene across the water.
He opened his mouth. 
The words died in his throat, and Rhydian tried to remember how to breathe.
It was a woman, and as his vision cleared, his heart missed a beat.
She was the most attractive woman he’d ever seen. Her hair was long and very dark. Spread across her shoulders, he could see it was covered with something white and powdery. Even across the river, he could see her green eyes. Just like the woman in his dreams. 
No. 
That wasn’t possible. 
Despite her intense expression, her face was beautiful in a way that he couldn’t quite explain. But for now, there were more important things to worry about than her arresting gaze. Rhydian’s mouth refused to form any words at all. His tongue had frozen, along with his balls, because her next arrow was aimed at him.
 Where his heart was beating a wild, giddy rhythm.
“Why would you waste that meat?” Her voice was cool.
He opened his mouth. No sounds emerged.
All he could do was stare. She was dressed warmly, with a long dark cloak. From what he could see, underneath she wore a cropped jacket and what looked like wide leg pants, almost a split skirt, for riding. Tough boots. All in dark greys and black. Squinting, he assumed her horse was in the strange-looking forest behind her. The other details were hard to make out. 
She interrupted his thoughts. Not by speaking. But by lowering her aim a fraction. 
His guts clenched. He had to work hard not to lower his hands to cover his groin. 
Say something.
He coughed, trying to breathe. He kept his hands out away from his belt. His groin.
“My lady, I apologise.” His eyes flickered to the dead animal and back across the water. His mind was racing, and he was trying to see her for the traveller she was, not some phantom from his dreams made real.
What was she doing out here? There was nothing for… well, for a long while. 
“We have enough food,” he said. He indicated with his chin. “At camp.” 
A soft thrum sounded. His hands moved of their own accord.
He glanced down, his own blue eyes wide.
Her second arrow, with red feathers like the first, had struck a piece of driftwood between his damp boots. His eyes snapped up to hers.
“What the hell?”
She looked him over, her eyebrows raised, while he stood there with his hands crossed over his groin.
“I don’t believe you. You haven’t caught anything all day.”
So she’d been watching him. 
Interesting.
“Wait,” he tried to smile. He failed. “You caught me by surprise. That’s not so easy to do.” 
The woman’s beautiful eyes never left his as she drew another arrow from behind her, knocking it in one well-practiced motion. He didn’t like the small grimace on her face as she checked the colour of the fletching.
Black feathers. 
“Black feathers don’t seem good,” he joked with a dry mouth.
Her eyes widened slightly. She looked him up and down.
“For some.”
Right. Ignoring the tightening in his guts, Rhydian examined her in more detail. Her left ankle was bound up in layers of cloth over her riding pants. 
He cleared his throat.
“Are you injured? Are you on your way to the city for help? To Aneirin?”
He risked crouching down cautiously, turning his hip to her, protecting his groin. After he yanked her second arrow from the soft wood, Rhydian straightened back up, with the same slow movements. 
“I can help you.” Pointing her arrow, he indicated her ankle. 
Her eyes narrowed. She tilted her head to the side. Like she was listening to someone. Rhydian couldn’t make it out. “I am travelling to Aneirin, yes.”
“Let me help you. Please.”
She eyed him. But lowered the bow a fraction. 
“I’m searching for… something. I need to see,” she said, but paused as if listening, before resuming, “the library there,” she said eventually. 
He raised his eyebrows. “The royal library?” 
“I need to petition the king,” she said, her eyes on his as she shifted slightly. Some of her long dark hair was caught in the branches around her. “For his permission.”
Well, here was progress.
“The king is currently away from the castle,” Rhydian said, feeling his smile falter, but he brightened it again. “Perhaps I can assist instead?” 
She looked lost for words. “The king isn’t there?” 
“Correct. He’s travelling.”
“How do you know this?”
“He’s my father.” 
Her raised eyebrow wasn’t the response he’d expected. “You are the prince.”
He pointed the arrow at himself. “And you are welcome.” He bowed cautiously, smiling. 
The woman didn’t look impressed. Thankfully, she finally lowered her bow, retrieving the arrow from the string.
He noticed her shoulders relax as the black arrow went back into the quiver across her back. 
Rhydian let his breath out in a slow exhale and his groin got some feeling back. Her cool green gaze revealed nothing. She really might have killed him.
But she hadn’t. That was a start.
“I’ll help you,” he said. He pointed the arrow at her, and then at himself. “Cross over.”
At his words, she smiled at last. It was hesitant, but her eyes gleamed with something. She seemed pleased.
“Can you come here to help me mount up?”
Rhydian shook his head and waved at the stretch of water between them.
“I can’t swim,” he apologised. “Can your horse make it? Or I can go fetch mine and…” He blinked at the far bank, not sure what he was saying.
The woman looked at him strangely. Her voice was cautious. “Perhaps I’ll manage.”
She disappeared amongst the wavering mist of the far bank. His heart lurched at losing sight of her, but she reappeared soon after with her horse. 
As she pulled herself into the saddle with a cautious hop, Rhydian unbelted his sword. He dropped it carefully to the rocks. He couldn’t swim, but he could do more than stand on the bank like a useless idiot. Stepping carefully into the shallowest edge of the water, he waded in up to his thighs. Even in only a foot of water, the current pulled and pushed on him all at once. 
He inhaled while he watched her small horse shiver its way through the river. The water was fresh, with a crisp mineral aroma. When the woman was across the river, he caught her mount’s head and led it up the bank. 
He ignored the bank on the far side and the strange white mist that blurred his gaze. It was easy. It was impossible not to stare at the cool beauty of the stranger’s face as she shook something white out of her hair. He had no idea what it was. He tried to catch some, but amazingly, it seemed to fade to nothing as he watched.
Heat flamed in his cheeks as she eyed him up and down.
“You really can’t swim?”
Feeling his cheeks warm, Rhydian withdrew his hand. He tried to shrug with what dignity he could manage. “No.” He cleared his throat.
She looked at him oddly. His heart lurched again. His groin tightened back up. Rhydian turned his gaze back to the rocks, trying not to trip in front of her. Not being able to swim was bad enough. Going arse over heels before her would be worse.
She let the small brown horse pick its way up the bank. Rhydian shook some of the water off his pants and inspected her bound ankle. 
“A sprain,” she murmured. “It’s been hard to get far each day.”
“I’ll help you. I’ll get you across the last major river at the bridge,” he murmured as her horse hesitated in the deepest part of the river. “There is a whirlpool, but thankfully my father maintains the bridge, despite threatening to tear it down for some reason.”
She pursed her lips but made no reply.
He picked up the lifeless doe and slung it over his shoulders. The woman remained silent, but he swore she was trying not to smile.
He walked ahead, back to his horse. His neck was tingling again, and he shivered. Not from the chill of his wet clothes. He searched the forest and the skies.
Unless he was going mad, someone was watching them.
But from where, he couldn’t tell.
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Cas


Year 367
Aneirin City

Someone was playing the fiddle with great skill downstairs. As the musician played a trill of high notes, the music appeared in Cas’ room as bright colours dancing across the ceiling.  
Laughing at the flashes of light, Cas could actually taste the music in his mouth like honeyed bursts on his tongue. He breathed in deeply, the weight of the air vibrating in his lungs felt like it would drag him down through the floorboards where he was lying. He’d keep falling through the crowded inn below, all the way through to the fires of the deepest hells. The thought made him laugh.
Stretching out on his back like a dog waking from a deep sleep, Cas reached his arms over his head, fingers splayed. He arched his back, enjoying the new magic that raced through his bloodstream, sparking along his nerve endings as it flowed. The bare floorboards below his naked flesh were hot like coals and he imagined he was lying in the sun after a storm.
“No,” he gasped, eyes closed in ecstasy, “not after, but during the storm... I am the sun in the rain, and the storm is inside of me... I... I am...”
He was what? 
Something was biting him, deep down inside of his guts. 
“Oh dear,” Cas murmured, his delighted smile fading. Opening his eyes, he blinked at the colours and shapes that hung like divine cobwebs across his chamber. “No, I don’t like that.”
Rolling over with a groan, Cas suddenly retched as the room continued spinning with him. With his stomach heaving, he pressed a cheek to the floorboards, swallowing the juices forming in his throat. 
“No, thank you,” he said, speaking to the floorboards, dry lips caressing the grains of the wood. “I don’t want to throw up again.”
Again?
“What happened?” Cas mumbled, anger rising with the bile from his stomach. 
The floorboards refused to answer him. 
Pushing himself carefully to his knees, Cas glimpsed his hands. They were covered in dried blood, along with something grainy that caught the strange light around him with a shimmer. Raising his eyes from his red fingers, Cas’ gaze travelled to the chair in front of him. But things were blurry, unfocused. The room was still spinning, and the chair was sideways on the floor. Hiccupping, Cas peered closer. There were dark stains on the floorboards, over one of the chair legs and under the table. He frowned.
As he watched in fascination, splatters were still appearing. Flashing green and blue sparks bloomed and died as thick, dark drips ran off the edge of the table, joining the stains below. 
Realising the lantern had died out; Cas lit it again with a casual wave of his hand. 
“Fuck me,” Cas hissed with a shiver along his spine, reeling back. The light had flared, shimmering over the red droplets covering the wall behind the desk. His earlier ecstasy, already tainted by his angry confusion, was rapidly turning into something sour.
“I intend to, pretty boy.”
With a painful yelp, Cas whirled, his bare knees catching on a splinter in the floor. He ended up on his backside, with his trembling legs splayed out before him, sparks of green dancing around his bare feet. His hands had landed in his blood behind him, and he winced at the slime. 
Looking up, Cas choked back a sob.
There was a ghost in the darkest corner of his room. 
Flashing sparks faded around the room, and the blurry face slowly came into focus.
It was the King of Aneirin.
Downstairs in the common room, a cheer went up. 
The fiddler had finished one song and had begun an even livelier tune. A woman’s voice had joined in, starting a ballad about pirates looking for buried treasure. If he weren’t so afraid, Cas would have laughed at the irony. But his guts, thick with fear, could only allow another choked sob to escape his lips.
The ghostly king smiled, his blue eyes aglow, the rest of his darkly clothed form blending with the shadows.
“How are you here?” Cas choked out.
“Am I?”
“You’re right here. I can see your ugly face.”
“Lucky you, pretty boy.” 
The figure floated forward. Cas flinched backwards, his hands coming into contact with the chair. He tried to push his feet to the floor and stand, but his legs refused to work. Cas hissed in frustration. The ghostly face smiled, and Cas was horrified to see the corner of the room through the apparition.
“Of all the wonderful people you’ve met along your miserably long life,” the king murmured with a smirk, “the first time you hallucinate, it’s of me. I’m touched.” 
Through the haze in his brain, Cas was trying to work through that statement. If the figure admitted to being a hallucination… then it was one, right? His hands slipping in the slime below him, Cas bit his bottom lip.
If the apparition wasn’t a projection with powerful magic, then what was it?
Cas closed his eyes. What had happened?
He’d come to Aneirin, his stolen magic depleted, needing the king’s help. There was something about a fat ginger cat, a chest of…? What? He’d needed magic. So he had reasoned while he was waiting to see the king, some illicit crystals might help. That meant-
Cas’ eyes sprung open.
So he was hallucinating after ingesting a bag of magical cocks? Not his smartest idea, or most effective. But it would do for now.
“Get out,” Cas whispered, closing his eyes once again, slowing his breathing. “Get out of my head.” 
Another trill of notes sprung up from the common room below. 
When Cas opened his eyes, the shadowy figure with iridescent eyes was still there, and the sound of the ghostly king’s laugh mixed with the fiddler’s notes. 
“Magical cocks,” the king smirked, echoing Cas’ tumbling thoughts. “Is that what you want? Or my magic flowing through you? So you can outlive us all in your ageless body? Outlive the memories? Outlive...” the king paused, his eyes bright, drifting forward again.
“Don’t,” Cas whispered. “Don’t you dare…”
“Your sins?” hissed the king, leaning directly over Cas. Its form had no substance, smell, or weight, but Cas wanted to get as far away from it as possible. 
“Leave me be,” Cas moaned, resting the back of his head on the chair behind him, eyes staring at the shadowed ceiling, through the ghostly face before him.
“A dragon and a whore walked into a bar,” the king laughed, his eyes aglow. “Can you guess what the punch line is? Who the punch line is?”
“Leave me be!”
“I am a king. You can not order me around. Not even share my magic, unless I wish it. Did you think you could take advantage of me for your own miserable gain?”
“I am in control,” Cas mumbled, his voice fading. “I am in-”
“Except when you’re not,” the king laughed.
“Get out,” Cas repeated once more, shaking his head. “Get out!”
“Do you ever think of them?” the king whispered, lowering his voice. “Your parents?”
If the thing had been real, Cas would have felt the king’s breath on his face. Cas willed himself to stare it in the face.
“I never think of them,” Cas murmured, eyes narrowed. “Never.”
“Liar,” the king whispered. “Liar, liar, liar.” The voice changed, deepening. “Don’t you think of me?”
Oh fuck.
Cas, his skin covered in gooseflesh, turned back. His father’s transparent face was floating mere centimetres from his.
“Fuck off!” Cas screamed, grabbing the chair from behind him and swinging it with force through his father’s face. The chair smashed on the wall across the room, and his father’s deep laugh echoed around the room, inside of his head. Cas yelled a wordless cry, closing his eyes, pressing the heels of his disgusting hands to his chilled face. 
A knock at the door rattled his ears. 
Cas jerked his hands away from his head, his eyes flying open. The room was empty. 
There was no one here with him. There was just the bed, the desk, and the broken chair across the room. The fiddler was still playing downstairs, and the woman was still singing. A youthful voice called through the door.
“Sir?”
The doorknob rattled. There was another knock. 
“Sir, are you okay? I heard a crash, sir.”
Swearing, Cas pushed himself up, mentally cursing at his trembling legs that threatened to give way. The room was still spinning, so his walk to the door was a stagger. When he finally made it, Cas slipped the catch and flung it open.
A young servant was waiting, one hand raised to knock again, and a bright glass lantern in the other. The youth looked like he was about to say something else, but he froze, mouth wide open. 
The servant’s hazel eyes swept Cas from face to feet and back again. The servant’s face paled as he tore his gaze away to stare into the chamber beyond. His eyes widened.
“What... What happened, sir? Was there an intruder?”
Cas looked around, assessing the room. Between the various blood splatters and the broken chair, there was quite a mess. Cas turned back to the servant. He stood up straighter.
“Yes. Exactly,” Cas replied, placing bloody hands on his hips. “I thought a fine establishment such as this was well protected against such disgusting things.”
Horrified confusion passed over the servant’s face. “Disgusting th-things, sir?”
“Yes,” Cas snapped. “The fucking spider was so big I had to protect myself somehow.” He waved airily at the chair. “I’ll pay for damages, if you can promise me that there will be actions taken to prevent anymore from appearing.”
The man stepped back, eyes frozen on Cas’ face, lost for words. He raised his lantern higher, his gaze dropping briefly to below Cas’ waist before snapping back to Cas’ face. The young man shook his head, mouth working, not making a sound.
“So,” Cas snapped, clapping his hands together loudly. The servant jumped. “Send up hot water for a bath, and food.” He ran a hand through his blonde hair, but paused when his hand came away. He stared for a moment at the blood coating his fingers, along with his bejewelled rings, before dropping it to his side.
“Y-yes sir,” the servant said, the words barely audible, stepping backwards into the hall, not looking away from Cas’ face.
“Wait!” Cas held up a hand. “What’s the cook got on tonight?”
Eyes wide, the man was walking sideways towards the stairs, the back of his soft grey shirt scraping up against the far wall of the passage. 
“Soup, sir.” The servant’s voice came out as a high squeak, his eyes flicking to below Cas’ waist again. “Or sausages.”
“No!” Cas yelled. “No fucking sausages!”
The servant nearly dropped his lantern. It was rattling in his grip. 
“I meant,” Cas said, coughing into his hand, “that I’ll take the soup.”
The man nodded, the lantern clutched to his chest. It was probably burning his fingers.
“I’m glad we sorted that out,” Cas said, nodding as well. And then he slammed the door in the servant’s wide-eyed face.
Whirling around to rest the back of his head against the closed door, Cas assessed the room. He needed to get his shit together. And sort out a meeting with the bloody king. The real one. 
Chewing his bottom lip again, he was thankful that his senses had calmed the fuck down. The room had almost stopped spinning. But his skin was still tingling, as cool air from under the door tickled his bare feet and ankles. Cas glanced down, startled. He swore.
He was completely naked. Unless you counted the gobs of blood and smudges of glittering, powdered crystal. Cas blinked and realised the glamour had completely faded from his messed up eyes. Which might explain some of the horror on the servant’s face.
Cas knocked the back of his head against the closed door, holding up his bloodied hands before his face. His fingers had started to twitch. His stomach made a disgusting noise, loud enough to be heard over the laughing and clapping below. 
“I’ll take the soup,” he hissed, feeling the shards in his blood spreading, another wave of delirium ready to burst forth from his mind. 
Dropping his hands, Cas closed his eyes, stomach heaving at the thought of ground up phalluses inside his body and coating his skin. He banged the back of his head against the door once more. 
“This time I’ll take the fucking soup,” Cas mumbled, his legs giving way beneath him.
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Aurelia


Year 367
The Forest

The prince had beautiful eyes. Aurelia was disgusted with herself for noticing.  
As they had made their way back to his camp, she’d examined him up close. His irises were blue, with an outer ring in a darker shade. Even in the fading light, they were beautiful. Strange. Along with their blue tones, they were warm. Laugh lines creased his face as his serene smile bloomed. 
It seemed impossible he was the son of a monster. But then, what had she expected? A man with horns? Fangs?
Aurelia shook her head, staring at the campfire before her. Tearing off another bite of venison with her teeth, she chewed angrily. She wasn’t here for daydreams and fancies. 
Rhydian laughed nearby. He and his men were comparing their thoughts on something about the necessity of soft leaves while travelling the forest. She was about to roll her eyes, but paused. It was certainly true. They laughed again. Aurelia remained silent, chewing thoughtfully.
Examining the bright faces of his companions, Aurelia frowned. He certainly didn’t seem like the son of an evil king. A man who was an accomplice to a curse, that hovered over a kingdom that didn’t believe in magic yet needed to invite others to cross its border.
The prince’s laugh sounded again, louder, a deep chuckle. Swallowing, Aurelia looked away from his bright expression. She would not be distracted. It was easy to imagine Fox, with his black eyes dark and shadowed, amused by her discomfort. 
Aurelia was sitting comfortably on soft moss with her back against a log. Rhydian was next to her, sitting on the log while he instructed Chase. The fire was at her feet, warming her ‘sprained’ ankle by the fire. The trees were so tall and close that the sky was obscured. They towered overhead like one majestic creature, leaves whispering and breathing as one. The breeze was rich and definitely warmer than at the river. Noticing the prince was looking at her from the corner of his eye, she smiled at him. He blushed, looking down at his meat. 
Sparks from the campfire burst up as young Chase threw another log onto the embers. The young boy looked about twelve or thirteen winters old. He was lanky, with a mop of dark hair falling across his brown eyes. He had to keep wiping it away.
“Watch it lad,” said Davyn, a tall man with long dark hair tied back in a plait. He wore a long tunic of dusty brown over his dark riding pants. His boots were of good quality, and well worn in. “You get a spark in your britches and we’ll have to throw you back into the river.” The prince laughed, and Chase blushed, avoiding Aurelia’s eyes.
Davyn leaned over from his log and sliced off some more meat. He was as tall as Wyll, but broader in the shoulders. Wyll was dressed much like the prince, in dark browns and black, with a heavy belt for his weapons. His shoulder length dark hair was shiny and tidy, a tough feat for travelling through the trees. 
Aurelia laughed under her breath at the flash of jealousy that Wyll’s shiny hair inspired. Her hair was clean, but thick and wavy. She’d have loved to have smooth locks like that. Like Fox’s inky, dark mane. Perhaps she could use the tiny spark of Elven magic inside her to achieve it? She took another bite of her meat. It was possible. But about the most conceited way to use the precious gift. Keeping her skin soft and clear seemed vain enough.
The rest of the doe was roasting along a makeshift spit over the coals to one side of the fire. Wyll was turning it occasionally, but not often enough. One side of it was black and crisp. The men seemed unconcerned, as they had caught nothing during their fishing expedition that day. The meat was welcome.
Aurelia had been surprised when they had made it to the men’s camp. It was tidy and ordered. The prince had been genuinely embarrassed at not knowing her name when they’d asked. 
“Aurelia. My name is Aurelia,” she’d said, amused by the prince’s blush. “I’ve come from the south.”
After an awkward pause when Chase had asked, ‘South? What’s there?’, the men had all risen to their bare feet to greet her, all three of them welcoming, despite their wet clothes and bare feet. Eyes had brightened and Chase had cheered at the sight of the doe around Rhydian’s shoulders. Aurelia had actually laughed at the boy’s enthusiasm for fresh meat. 
Chewing around a crisp chunk of meat, Aurelia was thinking of the way the prince had introduced them like friends, not subjects. They hadn’t greeted the prince with anything other than his name. No word or nod to his royal station. It was interesting and unexpected.
The campsite was away from the river, up the bank and in the silence of the magnificent trees. For which she was grateful. She could swim, she’d learnt in deep caverns and mineral springs at Lolihud, but the thought of water rushing past her when she slept would have been a lot to ignore. The thought of the whirlpools downstream and around the rivers of Aneirin had her thanking the gods that she’d met Rhydian where she had. If she had tried to forge across one of the many rivers that bordered Aneirin, she wasn’t sure how she might have made it. The rivers seemed to widen and deepen the closer she got to Aneirin.
Rhydian had settled her next to him beside the fire; and the men shared stories of their day around them both. The prince had instructed Chase on how to prepare the doe. A few queries had come from Davyn and Wyll. But neither of them appeared too concerned with her vague answers. She was a woman travelling alone and allowed her secrets, apparently.
Another interesting fact that she’d need to discuss with Flare later. As if sensing the trail of her thoughts, the small bulge inside her cloak squirmed.
The prince was still talking to Chase about hunting and cleaning meat. He’d shown Chase how to carve it while it was still on the spit, and the young man smiled shyly as he offered Aurelia first choice. 
“We need to get rid of the offal, away from camp, or we’ll be smelling guts in our sleep,” Rhydian said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. He nodded his chin to Chase. “Although I should have cleaned it back where it was killed,” he added. He pointed at Aurelia’s freshly bound ankle with his dagger. “Although it was better to make our way back here.”
Wyll held up a swollen hand, claiming injury as well. Davyn grumbled, but he rose to take away the stinking guts.
Rhydian frowned at Wyll. “So what happened?” 
Wyll shrugged, but Davyn barked a laugh as he returned. He hadn’t taken the offal very far. Aurelia hoped there were no big predators in this part of the forest.
Flare, currently curled up in her coat pocket, wouldn’t deign to change his form for the sake of a wolf, she mused. He was currently munching on a piece of doe she’d dropped in there. A soft hiss had meant she’d probably landed it on his head. 
“No bloody fish around,” Davyn said, sitting back down. He glanced at Aurelia. “So while Wyll is in the river, he decides to… ah… relieve himself…”
“Yes Davyn, we get the picture.” Rhydian cut in. “Go on.”
“Ah, yes. But instead of catching eel for dinner, he caught a bite on his hand instead!” He laughed as Wyll cursed.
“It would have been a good meal if he’d caught it,” Chase piped up. 
Wyll laughed. “No lad, I think this one might have tasted like old boots. He was that tough to shake off. I even had to pull out a tooth that he’d left behind.”
After the last morsel had been eaten, it was hard for Aurelia not to stare around her. After weeks of journey amongst the trees, their seemingly endless heights and their immense trunks were still a source of wonder. Now that it was slightly warmer here, the white covered pines had given way to rich greens of all shades, the plants and trees of immeasurable description. Sometimes when she and Bindy indulged in glow wort, the pine forests of the frozen mountains of home sometimes shimmered with the same rich greens. She wondered idly if Fox had ever been this far north. The forest was peaceful, with only the men’s voices and the fire crackling at their boots.
“Perhaps our guest can show us how to shoot. We’d have had more luck methinks than a rod,” Wyll said from across the fire. He indicated her bow with his chin, where it was propped against the log to her right.
Aurelia narrowed her eyes at him, not sure if he was serious. 
“That is a great idea,” said Rhydian, his blue eyes bright on her face. Aurelia, her cheeks warming, bit her lip. It was her turn to look away. His gaze, while warm, was intense. Neither of them spoke.
Davyn snorted and went back to chewing on the meaty leg he held, juices running down his wrists. Aurelia dropped her gaze back to her own meal.
The prince cleared his throat. Aurelia kept her eyes on the fire. She was trying not to think about what the black arrow may have meant if she’d followed through with using it. What other paths would have split from that one decision? Perhaps the prince had met them in some kind of fated offshoot of destiny. She snorted. It seemed unlikely. Fox would have had words to say on that matter.
“I’m serious,” said Rhydian, misinterpreting her snort. “I said I’d help you. Perhaps you can teach us your great skill in return.” He hurried on to clarify. “Not that I expect anything in return. And only if you felt comfortable to show me how to shoot like you.”
“Well.” Aurelia felt the bundle in her cloak go still. “I guess I can.” A sharp pain jabbed her from inside her cloak. “Shit!” 
“What! What is it?” Rhydian sat up quickly, his knife raised. 
Across the camp, Davyn snorted again, raising an eyebrow. 
Aurelia froze, wide eyed. She slid a hand into her tunic and rubbed her ribs. 
“Um… my pet…” she said lamely. “It ah, got caught in my pocket and pricked me.”
She was grateful that no answering curse was heard from her pocket. But the men all leaned in, eyebrows raised. Wyll looked confused. He shook his head, shiny hair falling around his chin and shoulders.
“Your what?” asked Chase, wiping his dark hair away from his eyes. He realised he was smearing meat juice across his forehead and glanced at his hands. He wiped the rest of the grease on his dark tunic.
Rhydian, to her left on the log, peered down at her. His strange but beautiful eyes roamed over her clothing. Her cheeks warmed again at his inspection.
“Um. My lizard,” Aurelia murmured. “They are quite common where I’m from and I…” she cleared her throat. “I have it with me now.”
Davyn waved his bone at her, eyes expectant.
Oh crap.
“His name is Flare… and he is…” Aurelia had to dig around her pocket to catch the wriggling dragon. He clearly thought this was as ridiculous as she did. But it was his fault. He’d been the one that had made her curse.
Because you accepted to help the prince. That is not the mission.
She ignored her inner voice and finally got her hand on the furious reptile. 
Bringing her hand into the light, all the men leaned closer again. Wyll actually whistled, his dark eyes wide with delight. With the fire playing over his scales, the tiny purple dragon looked like a chunk of glistening amethyst. His glittering purple wings were folded back against his body, conforming over the scales.
All that spoilt his beauty was the glare in his slitted purple gaze. 
“That’s quite a pretty lizard,” said Wyll. He leant forward, his dark shiny hair moving silkily.
Aurelia stifled her laugh. Flare was breathing heavily.
“Can I hold it?” asked Chase.
“Um, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Aurelia said, grimacing. 
Rhydian leant over, holding out a tiny piece of meat. Without warning, Flare twisted around,
And snapped at the prince’s hand.
Rhydian had jerked back quickly; eyes wide at the glaring reptile. He raised his eyebrows at Aurelia.
“Cranky little beast, isn’t he?”
Flare hissed. Rhydian’s gaze darted back to the animal. The prince’s eyes narrowed.
Flare’s claws tightened on her hand. Aurelia coughed.
“Um… he’s very smart. But he’s moulting at the moment, and therefore… moody.” Her laugh was weak. “I’ll just pop him back down for the night…”
She had no trouble getting him back into her cloak pocket. He’d practically leapt from her hand to get inside. 
Davyn piped up from where he had sat back against his log, a blanket across his legs. “Bloody slimy things. Lizards, eels.” He grinned suddenly. “The eel must have been a male,” he said. “A young male eel that thought you were his next… ah…” his eyes darted to Chase. “His next conquest. Maybe that’s why you couldn’t shake him off.”
“Eel?” asked Wyll, chewing on a pink bone. The bandage on his hand was now covered in meat juices. “Yes. The eel that bloody bit you,” Davyn said, rolling his eyes. “The eel that bit your hand under the surface while you were taking a… while you were relieving yourself, mate.”
Rhydian made a dry choking noise beside her.
Davyn went on. “You know. It nearly bit into your…” he raised his eyebrows and threw a glance at Wyll’s groin.
“Hm.” Wyll threw the bone into the flames. He took a swig of his leather flask. He swallowed. “A male eel. Huh. What makes you say that?”
Beside Aurelia, Rhydian’s sigh was almost a snort. The prince shook his head at her when she tilted her head to him. Aurelia turned back to Davyn, whose eyes were twinkling.
Davyn continued on. “I know that because all the male eels are toothless past a certain age.”
“Why?” Chase piped up. 
Rhydian sighed and wiped his face with a hand. He avoided Aurelia’s questioning gaze when she turned back to him again. He was trying not to smile. 
Davyn grinned and raised his eyebrows suggestively at Wyll. Wyll took another sip from his flask. His eyes narrowed.
“Because. They leave their teeth in the females after they make the beast with two backs.” Davyn paused for effect. “Or in this case, the beast with two tails!”
Wyll spat out his mouthful of drink, looking with horror at his bandaged hand. His other hand went to his groin. 
Davyn laughed so hard he wheezed, red-faced. Chase hopped up to whack Davyn on the back.
Rhydian turned back to Aurelia, trying to apologise for their crudeness, but she was laughing. She couldn’t help it. 
Wyll was frantically wiping his hand on the log beneath him. This sent them all into further fits of laughter.
Eventually Chase stopped, his hand on Davyn’s shoulder. His eyes were wide.
“Wait,” Chase asked, looking from Davyn to Wyll. 
“What?” Davyn wheezed out, looking up at the boy.
A frown creased the boy’s forehead.
“What’s the beast with two backs?”
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Fox


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

The bats that called the lower caverns their home fled as Fox arrived. 
Making the last turn in the twisted, damp passage, Fox’s boots crushed tiny pebbles beneath them. The passage opened up into a vast space. He stepped sure-footed into the blackness, his cloak drifting over on the vast forest limestone stalagmites. Their heights varied, from barely above the black ground to heights unknown. Time and volcanic activity had broken off small pieces of the rock above, scattering them amongst the rocky columns below.
As he strode across the dark cave, winged creatures fled further into hidden depths.
Inhaling deeply, Fox willed the tension in his body to leave. He’d be left alone here. Plus, the mineral rich air was soothing, and the warmth of it was welcome. This series of caverns was dotted with a network of pools and springs, fed by heat from deep below. The Elves of the caves, even when most of them used their piddling magic to enhance their eyesight, couldn’t bear the darkness. 
He could. He chose not to. 
Reaching his destination, Fox stopped and breathed out through his nostrils.
After a pause, one of the circular pools a few metres before him shimmered with a ghostly glow. The waters brightened, glowing with turquoise light. The single, luminescent pool in the dark made the rest of the cavern feel like it was closing in, embracing him.
It was a beautiful place. Lonely. It suited him.
Bending down, Fox unlaced his thick leather boots, kicking them aside. Walking with bare feet across glittering rocks was a pleasure. He crossed to the glowing pool with deliberately heavy footsteps, willing the sharp shards of volcanic rock to pierce his flesh. 
He reached the edge of the luminous waters, sighing. He hadn’t stepped hard enough. The pain would have been welcome, helping him to focus after a long day watching Aurelia arrive at Aneirin with the prince.
She seemed happy, even though she was far from home.
Far from him.
Staring at the waters, Fox ground his heels harder into the rocks.

      [image: image-placeholder]Earlier on, in stuffy chambers far above, the Elder had remained silent. 
They’d watched Aurelia’s wide eyes take in the forest of giant oaks, then the wheat fields of the farms. The expression on Aurelia’s face when they had finally reached the imposing fortress of Aneirin was one of awe. 
Like most of the Elves, she had grown up in the mountains, amongst ice and minerals and caves. There were no cities on top of the frozen wastes here at Lolihud. The nearby pine forest was a familiar place to trek. But there were no permanent dwellings. In Aneirin, the giant castle and its city sprawled under open skies. The stone structures and streets were terraced, built up into a steep mountain of reddish rock. Her eyes were wide. 
Fox had smirked, as Aurelia had kept glancing around in wonder.
With colourless eyes, the Elder had frowned as the travellers had reached the grand courtyard. Its vast expanse was lit by burning torches, placed in iron sconces hung on the giant stone blocks of the walls. Only a few guards were on duty. 
The king was nowhere to be seen.
“Where is he?” the Elder hissed, eyes narrowed on the black obsidian slab. Its surface shimmered with tiny points of torchlight. “Where is the king?”
“I’m sure Aurelia will let you know.” Fox shrugged. “If not, she knows the prince will just have to do instead.” 
The Elder had turned away, thin lips pinched, and velvet robes rustling. Scarred hands clutched their crystal pendant. The rasping voice had gone quiet. 
“Leave me.”
With another shrug, Fox had wiped a cool hand across the surface of the shining stone, scattering the flickering images into oblivion. 
Fox’s heavy boots crushed the fur rugs as he left the chamber without a word.
Outside, he paused. Was Aurelia as safe as she looked, now that she was inside that castle? With the prince?
A muscle in his jaw twitched of its own accord. Pulling his cloak tighter around him, he felt colder than usual. His normally warm cloak hung like a swirl of icy shadows against him. 
Fox had to admit it. He missed Aurelia. Her light. Her warmth.
Scowling, he stalked off, deeper into barely used stone passages. As Fox paused under the small, unassuming archway in the least used passage of all, he inhaled. Salt and warmer air coated his tongue.
Back above, Jessikah was locked in his chamber, counting the salt crystals he’d thrown across his floor. 
He didn’t have any idea what number she should have reached by the time he returned. But she didn’t know that. That’s what made it fun.
With a laugh, Fox stepped through the archway and down the first of hundreds of steps. 
Perhaps he’d have Jessikah count these too.

      [image: image-placeholder]At the glowing pool, Fox lifted his bare feet, inspecting his soles. There were no more cuts, nor blood, from the sharp rocks of the cave.
Perhaps his magic had a mind of its own, healing him with little thought.
He raised his gaze to the endless void above.
The caverns here, with their deep pools of still water, seemed roofless, were vast, mostly quiet and undisturbed. The lonely sound of a single drip of water occasionally broke the silence.
Sitting down cross-legged on the uneven edge, Fox dipped his fingers into the pool. The shimmering liquid, its depths lost to the endless fathoms below, dimmed at first, then glowed brighter than before. His touch was gentle enough that no rings rippled away from his finger, just a few faint blue sparks dancing around his fingertips.
His black eyes and inky hair reflected for a moment on the surface before Aurelia’s face came back into his focus. The prince was leading her into the castle, and her expression had moved from awe to solemn. 
Fox frowned. It was the prince’s turn for awe; it was as plain as daylight over his wide-eyed face, as he stared at Aurelia.
Lifting his finger from the waters, the images remained. Fox licked the drop of mineral rich liquid off his finger before it frosted away. 
Could this doe-eyed prince be a monster, like his father? From Aurelia’s hushed reports to the Elder through their linked pendants, it seemed the prince displayed no tendency for magic. So far.
Across the water below him, Fox watched the prince had Aurelia precede him through the giant doors into the great hall of the castle. Giant archways and great columns ran the entire length. The hall was dark, but clearly vast. 
Ridiculously vast. 
Fox raised his head. 
The great hall was similar in scale to the City of the Seers, which had been built with the help of dragons. Glancing back down, his black eyes narrowed at the waters. Where was Flare? Was he aware how the architecture of the castle belied its past? A past that must have included receiving dragons?
Fox inhaled sharply. His bared teeth appeared bluish from the watery light below him.
The prince was showing Aurelia to her chambers. His royal hand lingered on Aurelia’s lower back. Thankfully, though, the prince left her to her chambers.
Fox exhaled.
He sighed and sat back, the images slowly fading below. Staring into the void above, he wondered at the ache in his chest. 
“Careful Aurelia,” Fox murmured. The waters shimmered, the vision fading. The pool became a just a watery, glowing surface, reflecting his narrowed eyes once more. “Don’t complicate this.”
It wasn’t jealousy. It was a yearning for the life that Aurelia breathed into him. Warming him, if only for a little while. Fox closed his eyes and let his mind and body remember the days before Aurelia’s departure from the caves. 
The breaths they had shared.
Before she had been sent out, alone but for a cowardly dragon. Flare seemed to possess some knowledge of the kingdom, and had gone because no one else could likely cross the line of the curse. The curse she was going to break. The curse that held a kingdom apart from the rest of the world, while the king plotted to overthrow the Elves.
Could Aurelia do it? Fox licked his lips, thinking of her training. Of course she could. Would she do it? For the sake of her people? Of course she would. She’d awaited this opportunity for years, while the Elder and that purple fiend plotted together. Fox reluctantly training the Elves in the meantime, fulfilling a promise that he had made long before.
Lying down, Fox touched his cool hand to his lips. He licked away the mineral rich droplets. The ground below him seemed to chill him further. The rocks held none of the heat from the pools.
Would she find warmth with the prince?
Like Aurelia had shared with Fox, no matter how brief?
Water dripped nearby. 
Don’t think of it. You’ll only feel colder now.
It was hard not to think of it, the heat they had shared. Right here where he lay now.
Her wide-eyed stare flashed across his mind. Fox had scared her without meaning to. 
Not really.
“I’m cold,” Fox whispered to the darkness above.
A drop of water landed on his face. He felt it slide down his cheek, cooling as it fell. Following its trail with a fingertip, Fox wrestled with his longing for a warm touch to reach out of the shadows, and soothe the chill inside.
A different pair of green eyes invaded his thoughts. 
Owaen, the pair of them breathing together, wrapped around each other. 
The glowing waters went black.
“No!” Fox’s voice was a dry choke in the darkness.
No, he repeated silently.
Don’t think of that.
Don’t think of him.
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Rhydian


Year 367
The Forest

“What breed did you say he was?”  
Aurelia looked up from her midday meal of hard bread and cheese. Her beautiful green eyes were wide, eyebrows raised at Rhydian’s question.
Their small party of travellers had been riding since the morning light had broken through the trees. They had travelled along a small creek and had stopped for lunch along its banks. Around them, the giant trees and closed in canopy were quiet. 
The thickly wooded valleys and low hills here were one of Rhydian’s favourite places to come. They were close enough to the castle that he could reach them with only a day’s ride or so. There was little undergrowth here, as the giant oaks were so wide and dense that only very pale light filtered through to the ground far below. The light that did reach the travellers had a soft green hue, making the faces of his men and Aurelia look like sprites or fairies. 
Rhydian smiled, thinking of when as a child he’d loved it when the royal librarian used to read him stories of the fae. It was too long ago now to remember the details.
Sighing, he looked around. They should arrive back to Aneirin sometime late tomorrow, for which Rhydian was both eager for and also dreading. The time here amongst the crowded trees had been special. 
He hoped Aurelia hadn’t seen him staring. But it was hard to take his eyes off her. Although slightly rumpled from camp living, her hair wild, she was a beacon for his attention. Even last night, Rhydian had hardly slept; his eyes open, watching the smooth face of Aurelia as she slept. Watching her was better than his strange dreams.
With the light, Aurelia had opened her calm eyes to him staring. She had returned his gaze calmly. He had looked away first.
His question to her now had been his first words to her since they had ridden out that day.
“His breed? Um. He’s a… cave lizard.” Aurelia said, eventually. She took another bite of her meal. Her long legs, stretched out in front of her, shifted. The two of them were sitting on a twisted log, side by side. His boots were a different style to hers, and a lot heavier. He flexed his legs, clacking his boots together.
“Caves?” Rhydian smiled. “I didn’t think there were any around here.”
Aurelia turned to stare at him. When she spoke, it was slow.
“Remember, I said I came from far away? That I came from a long way south?”
Rhydian blinked. It was hard to concentrate.
“Caves?” He shook his head. “I don’t think there are caves south from here. So the lizard must be from somewhere else.” He shrugged and took a sip from his leather flask.
Aurelia stared at him for a moment longer, then turned back to stare straight ahead. She dropped her meal of dried bread in to her lap. 
“It’s really true,” she murmured.
Rhydian didn’t understand. 
“About Flare?” he asked. 
He examined the curve of her ear and the way her dark hair was tucked behind it, before the fabric at her neck rustled.
A scaled purple head appeared. It was peering at him from the hood below her ear. Aurelia seemed not to notice. She was still staring into the forest.
The tiny reptile glared at Rhydian. He stared back. Tiny nostrils flared before it slid out to her shoulder and shimmied down her chest. He blushed as it landed in her lap. It perched there, next to Aurelia’s forgotten meal. It sniffed the food, but didn’t make a move towards it.
Instead, the lizard turned its tiny purple head to stare at Aurelia’s face, the tip of his tail flicking back and forth. Aurelia’s gaze was still caught up in the lost branches of the tree above, spicy scented leaves that were so dark the green could have been black. 
The scaled tail stopped flicking. The lizard shifted on its sharp claws and Aurelia jerked, looking down. 
She cleared her throat. “Um. Yes. It’s true. True that you have different reptiles in Aneirin. Different to… other places.”
The lizard’s tail flicked again. Its claws appeared to relax.
Trying again, breaking off a bit of his own dry meal, Rhydian offered the crumb to Flare. 
As his fingers got close, the reptile snapped its jaws.
Rhydian jerked his hand back in haste. 
“Now, now,” he laughed. “Need some bugs instead for your little belly? Don’t worry. If you’re good, we’ll get you a cockroach or two at the castle.” 
Aurelia turned to him with her mouth agape. In her lap, the lizard’s back legs tensed. Rhydian could actually see the shining scales ripple. Lucky for him, Aurelia plucked him off her thigh before he could spring, and forcefully shoved him back under her cloak.
“Like I said last night, he’s moody,” she said. She cleared her throat. Avoiding his gaze, Aurelia picked up her bread and took a somewhat vicious bite.
Rhydian took a drink of his flask and considered the reptile that was no doubt gloating in her warmth. It was hard to form the thought, like thinking through honey. But he was sure her lizard looked like the creatures from his childhood stories. 
Finished with her meal, Aurelia stood up and muttered something before she hurried off.
Dragons. 
Rhydian snorted as he watched Aurelia disappear into the trees. 

      [image: image-placeholder]After riding for the rest of the day, Davyn called from up ahead. They’d made it back to their campsite from a few days previous. Rhydian’s gaze passed over the trampled clearing amongst the giant trees. Just as they had left it, the place looked the same. But he felt different.
They had gone hunting for meat and had found something else. 
Someone else. 
“Someone more interesting than a doe.”
Oh gods. 
Had he just said that aloud? Surely not-
Bringing his horse to a halt in front of Rhydian, Davyn turned back, grinning. He mouthed something lewd as he glanced at Aurelia, then back to Rhydian. 
Oh gods.
Thankfully, Davyn did nothing else. He hopped down off his horse to stretch his legs and unpack. When he turned away, it looked like he was trying not to smile.
Rhydian dismounted and slid his gaze to Aurelia. Thankfully, she was staring out at the thickly crowded trees around them. His gaze travelled to where she was looking. The giant trunks of the oaks here were so wide; all of them with their joined hands could not encircle one. Tilting his head, he noted the last of the day’s light was a dappled warm glow, fading through the sky-scraping canopy even as he watched. It was as if the sun had melted into a pool of liquid gold, gracefully painting the tiny glimpses of the above with a breathtaking display of luminosity. But the treetops were so far above that it hurt the neck to stare for too long. 
Dropping his reins, Rhydian stepped over mossy rocks to come stand by Aurelia. She had a beautiful perfume about her. He tried to inhale without it being too obvious. The fragrance was subtle, but stronger than the sweet sap of the surrounding trees. He wasn’t sure what it was. He inhaled again, eyes closed.
“Aurelia,” he sighed. His eyes snapped open.
Aurelia turned to him, her green eyes solemn. “Yes?”
Lost for words, Rhydian shifted his boots on the green moss below.
“Are you okay?” she asked, tilting her head.
“Um, yes. I came over here to say,” Rhydian waved a hand, “to say that tonight, uh. I’ll put your bedroll next to mine. For protection,” he finished lamely.
One delicate eyebrow rose. “To protect me from what? The ants?”
Rhydian stood up straighter. “Yes. Exactly. Excuse me.”
And like a fool, he turned on his heel and strode away.
He was still cursing himself under his breath at the campfire during dinner. There was nothing left of the doe, so the meal was travelling bread and hard tack softened into stew. Davyn was showing Chase this time. It was actually quite tasty.
“This is delicious.” Aurelia murmured to the young cook after her first mouthful. It gave Rhydian a satisfied feeling that she liked it.
At her praise, Chase blushed, looking even younger than usual. He mumbled a ‘thank you’ and turned away. The boy was clearly pleased, though. Rhydian winced for him; it made him feel a little better that it was not only him being affected by their guest.
Most of them were tired from the long ride through the meandering, low branches, and wandering paths. So it was a unanimous decision to retire early. Davyn had added two thick fallen chunks of wood to keep the fire going for a while. When the dry wood had caught alight, the man had wrapped himself in his blankets, called out good night and went to sleep. Just like that.
As Rhydian pulled off his boots, he wished he were as good a sleeper. But it was difficult to find true rest. Most nights, disturbing dreams woke him from his rest, leaving him unsettled. And now, with a beautiful woman beside him, it was just as difficult to sleep. 
His sigh turned into a cough as the hot ash smell from the low fire blew his way.
Man up Rhydian. You’re the weird prince from Aneirin, who enjoys spending his time outside the castle more than in. She is a traveller from… Where? He couldn’t remember. It was like a fog in his mind. He shrugged and eyed one of his woollen socks. His big toe was almost visible. He’d have to mend it soon.
Beside him, Aurelia was sitting on her bedroll. Her expression was thoughtful.
“Are you alright?” he murmured, smiling. She nodded, tucking some of her long hair off her face.
“I’m wondering what that noise is.” 
Rhydian tilted his head. It was mostly quiet, apart from the occasional soft hoot high in the canopy. 
“The low hum?” 
“Mmmm, yes, that’s it.” Her face was lit only by the red glow of the fire. 
Wyll yawned sleepily from across the campfire. “Sometimes it’s the earth here. It rumbles. But most likely it’s the whirlpool that you hear.” 
Rhydian nodded, eyes on Aurelia’s face. She was still staring at the dark trees, the tips of her fingers rubbing together absently. He couldn’t quite read her expression. 
“I hate it,” Chase cut in. “It’s a portal to the underworld. So if you get sucked in, you’ll never, ever get out. There’s no bottom.”
“Don’t believe that lad,” Rhydian laughed softly. He yawned, laying down and settling under his blankets. “Its just a weird hook in the river. Of course there’s a bottom.”
”You don’t know that,” the boy grumbled. 
Aurelia laughed under her breath, pulling her blanket around her. She turned to face Rhydian, her green eyes dark in the low light. 
“It demands respect, that’s all,” he murmured, returning her stare. Aurelia blinked at him slowly. 
“Dangerous things always do,” she whispered in reply. 
Chase was still grumbling. He’d heard what Rhydian had said. “How you can be so calm about it, Rhydian? You can’t even swim.”
Aurelia laughed into her blankets at the boy’s words. Rhydian pursed his lips.
“That’s why I show it respect,” Rhydian said more loudly and not put off at all. He was fascinated with the way the firelight made Aurelia’s hair look a dark red in the glow. The spicy smell of the coals drifted over him as the breeze shifted.
“The whole forest demands respect,” Rhydian continued, “your prince as well. Now go to sleep.”
One of the men snorted. Aurelia grinned at him, his own smile widening in response. Clearly, that he was a prince had not impressed her. But since her smile made his heart beat strangely, he didn’t mind. Her sleepy gaze filled with mirth as Chase yawned so loudly that one of the horses whinnied.
“What do you mean?” the boy persisted, his voice thick with sleep. “Do you mean respect it, so the monsters down there don’t eat you?”
“What? No!” Rhydian hissed, trying not to laugh. “Now go to sleep!”
Davyn was already snoring. 
“That’s enough, lad,” Wyll cut in after another snort. “Swimming won’t help. You’d drown in that blasted pool before you reached the underworld. Now go to sleep. Your mother will beat me with her wooden spoon if we bring you back with circles from lack of sleep under your eyes. We’ll be home tomorrow.”
Chase turned over in his blankets, still grumbling about monsters. Another snore from Davyn cut through the soft crack of the low fire. 
“How far is the whirlpool from the castle?” Aurelia asked, voice low.
“Only a few hours,” Rhydian murmured back, raising his head from his blankets.
Aurelia’s voice was curious. “So why have we stopped now? Why not push on?”
Rhydian opened his mouth, not sure what to say. How to explain it? Being outside of Aneirin had him feeling good. Perhaps it was the open fields, but the air was less oppressive in some ways. Before he’d worked out how to say that, without sounding like more of a fool, Wyll’s dry voice cut in.
“Our prince likes to dawdle, my lady, that’s why.”
Across the fire, Chase snickered.
“Hush Chase,” Wyll chided.
“But you-”
“Good night all,” Wyll called, and then turned over in his blankets. Chase did the same, his youthful voice muttering something under his breath.
Ignoring them, Rhydian folded an arm under his head. A thought had come to him.
“You know,” he murmured, feeling solemn. “I never formally invited you to Aneirin.”
Aurelia gazed at him, her face expressionless, waiting for him to elaborate.
“I’m supposed to,” he whispered. He tried to smile. “As the prince, and you being my official, ah, guest.”
Aurelia blinked, her expression clouding. His smiled wavered.
“So, as Rhydian, Prince of Aneirin, I formally invite you, Aurelia, to my hospitality. I will help you in any way that I can.” 
Shifting under her blankets, she reached a hand towards him. Grateful for the soft light hiding his warm cheeks, Rhydian fingertips touched hers. Aurelia squeezed his hand softly.
Her voice, a soft breath in the dark, was thick with something he couldn’t place. Her green gaze, dark in the firelight, was intense. “I don’t get you.”
“What do you mean?” 
Her face softened into a troubled smile. “Good night, Rhydian.”
His fingers ached as she withdrew her hand. She pulled up her blankets around her face. Green eyes glittered for a beat before closing. The gentle firelight danced across her smooth skin in restless shapes. He wanted to know what she meant. But he wanted to let her sleep.
“Good night,” Rhydian whispered. “I’ll try not to dawdle tomorrow. We will make it before nightfall, though.”
Her lips pursed, then relaxed. 
He wondered if she felt safe with them, being alone in the forest with a group of men. He hoped she did. 
There was nothing to fear, after all.
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Fox


Year 342, 25 years ago
Lolihud Caves

“Another fucking cave.” 
Fox paused in the doorway, grimacing. The door before him had opened into what looked like an extensive suite of chambers. The rooms were musty, with walls of bare rock, and mostly bare. 
Fuck. A cave. He had spent enough time in such places. But what had he expected, really, when he’d vowed to help the Elves?
His teeth bared in a grimace, Fox turned around.
Jessikah was hovering behind him with a flickering iron lantern, waiting for his direction. She was dressed in her usual drab clothes and colourless cloak. Her yellow eyes were sullen, and her long, wild hair was limp. 
Behind her, a few local Elves had followed, their bright eyes full of questions at his words. The low blue light of glowing fungus illuminated their colourful attire, richly dyed furs and thick wool layers. He waved a pale hand, dismissing them for now. He felt no inclination to think of any answers that could even remotely satisfy them. So he wouldn’t try.
The Elves, two men and a woman, had had to show him the way from the main cavern to what was supposed to be ‘his’ rooms. The female elf, a tall woman with blonde hair, had been confused by Fox’s not knowing where his own rooms were. He couldn’t blame her. It was the place where he was supposed to have resided his entire life.
At their shock when he had asked them to lead the way, all he could do was point to his head with a pale finger. 
“Trauma,” he had muttered, trying hard not to remember what had happened, and how he had come to wear this face. “Trauma while on the… mission.” That had shut them up.
Waiting for all three Elves to leave, and when the rocky corridor was clear, Fox grabbed Jessikah by her yellow hair, forcing her past him into the first generous sized room. Following her in, he slammed the wooden door closed behind them. He shoved the small woman into a nook by the door. She had to struggle to keep the lantern from going out.
“Sit. Stay.” Jessikah blinked up at him, rubbing her scalp, and set the lantern on the bare stone floor. Her eyes were murderous. Fox smiled, a flash of teeth, before turning away. The rooms were barely more than roughly carved pockets within the mountain.
His hands clenched of their own accord. He certainly had experienced enough cave-like spaces to last a hundred lifetimes. Fox snorted. Which, in a way, he had. Every day he woke, he could feel all those lives burning within him. Resisting the urge to plant his boot into the ribs of the figure crouched behind him, he sighed.
The main room they stood in was the bedchamber. It was sparely furnished with a large wooden bed, and a dark chest of wood or some dark stone. There was a small table beside the bed. He looked through the rough arch into a smaller chamber. There was a rough wooden table with a bench on either side. Hearing water further in, he assumed there was some kind of channel with mineral rich water for bathing and sanitation. The Elves had far less magic than him, but most of them seem to use it reasonably wisely here.
There was a layer of fine grain over everything. The chambers had obviously not been used at all while their real occupant was away.
Feeling the chill in the air even through his thick black cloak, it was easy to imagine the weight of the rock and ice above and below. He assumed that the bare nature of these rooms was part of the mines that had been exhausted. No more minerals here, so Elves could move in. It was an amazing feat of engineering, the voids that the miners and craftspeople had left behind. His cloak stirred in a silent breeze. 
Looking around, Fox noticed three narrow breaks in the far wall. Not windows by any means. They were more like narrow vertical slits. Each one was only about a hand’s width. Spanning from about his waist height to his forehead, they let in the icy breeze and the barest cool blue light of the cold dusk outside. Meaning this chamber was on the outside of the mountain at least. 
The fresh air was welcome, but he was sick of ice. He was sick of the cold ache that followed him with every step. Even the cool blue light irritated him. As much as he loathed the memories that warm coloured skies stirred within him, he still preferred golden-hued light. It calmed him.
Striding over to the shafts, Fox held out his hands, testing the rock against his magic. It felt like coming up against gentle resistance, but stable. As he drew back back his hand, he felt something else.
A tiny spark of consciousness buzzed against his awareness.
Glancing up, Fox’s lip curled in disgust. 
A very, very large cave spider was crouched halfway up the middle slit. It was staring at him with eight shiny black eyes.
Before he could stop himself, he stepped back with a noise of disgust. The spider edged closer, moving down the slit towards him.
“You creepy fucker,” he hissed. 
Bracing himself under the glittering gaze of the hairy arachnid that was the size of his pale hand, he smiled coldly. Taking a breath, Fox slapped his hands together. As frost scattered from his palms, the spider exploded in a puff of green slime, hairs and mangled legs.
With a final flick of his icy fingers, he sent the remains spiralling through the slit like old soot. 
Movement behind him had him turn. He glared at Jessikah. She bit her lip, hurriedly averting her gaze.
Fox turned back to the slits open to the elements beyond. How had anyone lived here?
Closing his eyes, he slowed his breathing and willed his mind to settle. Extending one long finger, he brushed his fingertip to the rocky edge of the first shaft. 
The temperature in the room plummeted.
Picturing what he wanted in his mind, Fox breathed in and out, feeling his breath fog and mist around him. Collecting into the shafts before him. He drew into himself energy from the air, and from the cold rock of the immense mountain and ice above and below.
A sharp crack sounded, the sound ice and frost shifting. And deep below his feet, the earth murmured with a low hum.
His hands and fingers were so cold that it felt like he was made of the deepest, bluest ice of the glacier just south of their mountain.
Picturing the final details of what he wanted, he withdrew his hand.
He opened his eyes.
The shafts were wider and taller. And they were also now closed in with the clearest rock crystal that Fox could call forth. Each sparkling pane was held in gold frames on gold hinges, enabling them to be opened as necessary.
Some would call them beautiful. The gold wasn’t necessary, but it was the easiest element that answered his call. And it would do for now. He didn’t know how long it would take him to honour his promise to the Elder One, to assist in neutralising a threat from the north. Perhaps it would take a while. That was fine. He had the time. He’d achieved what he’d needed in Mionlach with the dragons, even if it had left him reeling ever since. That thought alone nearly warmed his heart, like almost nothing else could.
Stepping back to the centre of the room, Fox closed his eyes once more.
He reached for energy within him, and without. He reached for dust, life, wind and ice as well, taking power from it all. His body tingled with the pressure flowing up through and out of him. The dreams, the lives and the deaths of others that dwelt within him, chilling him. Pushing those thoughts away, he concentrated on shapes and sounds and smells. 
The Forest, and his memories of green and trees and warmer air and life.
The scent of flowers had him open his eyes. 
Fox looked around. 
The Forest had come to Lolihud. 
Gentle flowers sprouted straight from the stone, vines of bright green, and even unnatural, shimmering gold climbed the walls. Shrubs of blues, greens and browns peppered this room and the more private chamber beyond. Fruits and flowers and moss and magic. Above it all, the roof of the cave spanned overhead with a golden glow, clusters of twinkling sparks mimicking a pure, amber sky from another life.
He hung his head in gratitude that at least some of his magic could create and not destroy. 
Something spun of gossamer, rainbows and thin veins of gold sped past his head, with a soft breath of air. A golden dragonfly. The only type of dragon that he cared for. He laughed, watching the tiny creature hum and whisk around the new trees that crowded the chamber now. 
Fox spoke softly, keeping his eyes on the path of the shimmering dragonfly. 
“Do not think you will have allies here.” 
Jessikah made no reply. He wondered, even if he had left her with her voice intact, what she would say to that. He laughed again as another dragonfly, this one a shining silver, joined the first in a lazy spiralling dance.
“You are alone.” The dragonflies sped up towards the ceiling, then dipped back down. “And one day I might turn you into a beautiful creature like this.”
Turning finally, Fox let the full weight of his rage shine forth from his black gaze. Jessikah shrank back, her hands clutching the stone of the cold floor.
He took a step towards her. The rock below his feet hummed.
“And then I will pluck out each of your wings.”
He took another two steps. She cowed even lower.
“One. By. One.”
Fox walked right up to her, his boots squashing the toes of her shoes. She was unable to make a sound. Her eyes held her pain, though. It pleased him more than he could say. When he spoke again, his voice was deep.
“And right when you think you have found a way to be free of me, I will burn those wings, and the ash will join that of the dragons. You will be helpless. Once again.”
He stared down at her, a pillar of ice piercing his soul. The earth trembled beneath them, far below.
“I will burn your wings. One by fucking one.”
Jessikah was trembling, her hands shaking and her eyes wide with all the horror she was unable to express. Her face was white. He smiled at the fury barely below the surface of her fear. 
Crouching down, Fox rested the tops of his leather boots against her shivering knees. He cupped her face with pale hands.
“And then I will burn you,” he murmured, lips stinging with revulsion against her clammy forehead. 
His gold and black eyes bored into her yellow gaze, and his icy breath danced over the white flesh of her cheek, centimetres away from his mouth. Choking out a laugh at the rage boiling just below her fear, Fox squeezed her face tighter.
Even after all these years, the figure before him burned with resentment. He understood. He had his own inner chasm of absolute despair.
The rage would never die. 
“When I am finally sick of watching you squirm,” Fox breathed, “I will scorch you from this earth.” 
Closing the distance between them again, Fox pressed his lips back against her forehead, so that his words caressed her clammy skin.
“And after you burn, I shall write out a list of our sins, using your ashes and my blood on the snow.”
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Aurelia


Year 343, Aurelia at age 7
Lolihud Caves

She hadn’t spilt a drop.  
The Elder would be proud.
That meant more sweets given freely, instead of needing to be snatched when no one was looking.
Aurelia had carefully balanced a tray, with a jug of sweet smelling wine and two pretty goblets, slowly along the passage. All the way from the special kitchens that served the Elder One, and the others who oversaw life in the caves. 
Coming to the golden doors of the Elder’s chamber, Aurelia had to set the tray on the floor. Her small hand had knocked twice while she tried to look grown up. The Frowning Woman had opened to her straight away. Almost like the small woman was standing just inside the doors. 
A soft voice from behind her said something. Something about Jessikah having to be careful. Jessikah. That was the Frowning Woman’s name. The one who never spoke, the one with hair the colour of sunshine.
Aurelia’s small forehead furrowed. At least she had been very careful. Not one drop lost. 
Jessikah glanced down. Aurelia bent down and lifted the tray.
A narrowing of yellow eyes was the only acknowledgment from the woman inside the door. Aurelia had smiled anyway and tried to squeeze past. She intended to present it all by herself. The sweets would be exchanged with a gentle word and soft smile from the Elder.
Jessikah, with her yellow eyes and yellow hair, stepped in front of Aurelia. The tray was yanked from her small hands. 
Aurelia huffed at Jessikah, realising the sweets were not to be had today. She stared past the small woman at the door. The Elder was at the window across the richly decorated chamber. Velvet curtains and carpets covered the stone walls and floors. A soft aroma of fresh incense drifted out. The Elder One’s grey head turned slightly, and muted light illuminated all the scars and wrinkles on their pale skin. The Elder’s face wore a faintly amused smile.
Aurelia smiled in return, eyebrows raised in hope. Right until the great doors closed, centimetres from her small nose.
She bit her lip. That hadn’t gone to plan. As Aurelia had grown, so had her minor tasks for the Elder. Aurelia was proud of that. Not just because she earned sweets. The Elder was going to protect the Elves of Lolihud from a threat that was coming from a kingdom far away. Aurelia was happy that she could help.
Aurelia stuck her tongue out at the closed doors and skipped away. She might have lingered to study the colour of the doors. Gold was one of her favourites. But she was disappointed at the missed out candy.
She skipped back down the smoothly worn stone floor. A few people were still up. Some rushed past her, coming from the main cavern, frowning and looking behind them. The sun had only just set. Dim light barely made it down the shafts that connected the outside to the caves within. Mostly, the way was lit by the usual blue glow of the cave fungus that some families mined. Aurelia screwed up her nose. It didn’t smell very nice, though. The Elder’s sweetly scented chambers, where Aurelia’s favourite sweets were located, had been much more pleasant.
More figures rushed past her, away from the main chamber. A man’s bitter voice echoed behind them. He sounded angry. He used a word that Aurelia wasn’t allowed to.
Naturally, she turned towards the voice to investigate. 
On entering the giant cave, which served as the main hall, Aurelia could see it was mostly deserted. Elves pushed past her even as she inspected the great space. The dais that was used for important announcements was empty. Across from the dais, the main entrance tunnel, a funneling passage of black basalt, let in a scatter of cold daylight. Only a few brightly dressed Elves remained, seated near one of the ever-flowing fountains. Each one was minding their own business, with eyes averted away from the man in the centre of the cavernous space. 
Aurelia bit her lip. 
It was the Shadow Man.
His back to her, he cursed again. 
As usual, he was dressed from head to toe in black. His inky black hair was a mass of waves, carelessly brushed back away from his face, a wild tangle on top of his head. Some of the dark strands had fallen forwards today, though. But when he turned in a half circle, Aurelia could see the Shadow Man’s black and gold speckled eyes were still visible. And they were angry.
As if feeling Aurelia examining him, he turned fully to meet her gaze. His scowl smoothed into something a tad less scary. He straightened his shoulders, waiting.
She examined the floor of the cavernous space between them. It was comprised of all sorts of large flagstones, different coloured quartzes that made for a good skipping game. She smiled, not scared of him at all. Not since “the pony incident”, as her parents sometimes referred to it as.
Aurelia skipped to him. Her black hair bobbed in its leather tie as she made her way across the smooth, multicoloured floor. She huffed out her positions as she landed. 
The Shadow Man looked scary close up, and the air felt colder around him. She smiled.
“Pink triangle,” Aurelia shouted at him.
His eyes, looking like glittering black tourmalines spotted with gold, narrowed. “What?”
“Pink triangle! You’re standing on it. It looks purple in the fungus lights. But it’s really pink. I nearly made all the colours and shapes.”
The gold of the flecks in his eyes were one of her favourite colours. One of his dark eyebrows rose. “I see.” His pretty eyes glanced down. “My apologies.” 
With smooth catlike grace, he carefully stepped off the pink triangle of glittering quartz. He landed on a grey square. 
With a squawk of joy, Aurelia made her last jump. She landed on the final combination, the pink triangle that he’d vacated. She had made them all in one skipping trail across the floor this evening. Without missing any. It didn’t happen often, as there were usually too many people passing through.
“Thank you, Shadow- I mean Mister Fox.”
A corner of his mouth twitched. “You’re welcome, Aurelia.” He stepped around her, then paused. He glanced back down. 
She gazed up at him, balancing on one foot. She was ready to turn and do the trail in reverse. But his serious expression had her place her raised boot back down.
His voice was curious. “You came from the Elder’s private quarters?”
She nodded. 
“Was Jessikah there?”
Her brow wrinkled. “You mean the Frowning Lady?”
His mouth twitched again, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. He nodded. 
“Yes, Mister Fox. I took the wine, and I didn’t spill a drop. But I didn’t get any sweets in return.”
He didn’t seem concerned about the missing candy. He was frowning again. 
“You took ‘them’ wine?”
“Yeah. The Elder and the Frowning Lady. I mean Jessikah. They were in the velvet chamber. I guess they were both going to have some.”
A muscle twitched in his jaw. He stared over her head. “I see.”
She had a brilliant idea. Before he could protest, she started to skip the pattern back across the floor. Back towards the Elder’s chambers, towards incense, the pretty fabrics. 
Towards sweets. 
She called out behind her. “I’ll take you!”
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Aurelia didn’t wait.
She skipped all the way back across the large public chamber, down the private corridor, and up to the golden doors again. She knocked.
The door opened immediately again. Jessikah sure liked to stand right inside it. She rolled her yellow eyes, and she went to close the doors straight away. Aurelia didn’t hesitate. 
“Fox is looking for you!” she yelled helpfully.
Yellow eyes widened. The small woman glanced worriedly back inside. A thud and another forbidden word sounded from behind the door. 
“Don’t worry! He’s coming now,” Aurelia said as she beamed up at Jessikah. She wasn’t frowning now. She looked furious instead. 
Aurelia stepped back. Maybe this wasn’t a great idea after all. 
A rustle came from inside. A small wooden box appeared from behind the golden door in the Elder’s birdlike hands. The box was shoved into Jessikah’s hands. The wooden box rattled as its bearer was shoved out the doors, which then slammed closed behind her. 
Aurelia had to jump back out of the way. “Hey, watch out-”
A crash and a rattle broke her protest as the wooden box dropped to the floor. Interesting small pots rolled out, along with strange implements that rang with metallic chimes along the stone floor. One pot lost its top and leaked something shining and dark. Aurelia looked up. She wondered. Perhaps she could point out that when she had carried the tray, she hadn’t spilt anything at all?
But the small woman balked. Her yellow eyes were wide, focused behind Aurelia. 
Turning back, Aurelia looked up into the glaring eyes of the Shadow Man. Thankfully, he wasn’t glaring at Aurelia. His gold and black glare was directed at the tiny woman frozen in the ornate doorway. His pretty eyes flashed to the golden doors before landing back on Jessikah. 
Fox shook his head just once. Jessikah swallowed. Narrowing his gaze, Fox took in the mess on the floor. His gaze flicked up and widened a fraction. Jessikah quickly crouched down to clean up, using her tunic to wipe away the spill.
It looked like paint. Aurelia crouched down and dipped her finger in the liquid before the Shadow Man could stop her. She ducked around him and was halfway through painting a purple dragon before he could grab her. She loved to paint.
He sighed. “Stop that. You shouldn’t touch that.”
“I’m nearly finished...”
The Shadow Man muttered something under his breath. It sounded like another word Aurelia wasn’t allowed to use. He crouched down before her and grabbed her hands. His skin was cold, but not unpleasant.
Using a corner of his black cloak, he attempted to wipe the purple colour off her fingers. The liquid was spreading over her hands, not coming off at all. He gave up and shook his head. 
“I’m in enough trouble with your parents already,” he muttered. Remaining crouched beside her, he stared at the dragon on the wall. His mouth thinned.
Aurelia was disappointed that he didn’t appreciate her art. She glanced down. Her hands, now a bright shade of blue violet, were tingling. They shimmered in the low light of the glowing fungus lanterns along the rocky passage. The paint smelled funny, but she liked the look of it. 
Aurelia waved them in the Shadow Man’s face. He was watching the progress of Jessikah, clearing up the mess.
“What’s this paint for?”
Fox’s glittering eyes flicked to her purple hands. With a sigh, he held up his own. They were stained with the same shade.
“It isn’t paint.”
“What is it?”
“It’s ink.”
“Ink is paint!”
“Ink is not paint.”
“Well, what’s ink for if you can’t paint with it?”
“This is for painting skin.”
“Ha! So it is paint! Where are your brushes? I’ve got a special brush at home-”
There was a flash as a pale hand shot out, snatching her small stained hand away from the floor. Aurelia squeaked in shock.
With his free hand, Fox picked up the shining needle that Aurelia was about to grab. His gaze was thoughtful as he held it up between them. Soft light, from the glowing basked of fungus above them, glinted on the wickedly sharp point. 
“This.” Turning the needle about in his long fingers, Fox’s voice was soft. He released Aurelia’s hand. “This is my brush.” 
Aurelia shrunk back, confused. The ink on her fingertips continued to tingle.
Pursing his lips, Fox pointed the needle towards the crouched form of Jessikah. She hesitated before taking the needle from his pale fingers, careful not to touch his skin. The glinting sliver of metal was carefully placed with the rest of the supplies, which had been packed back inside the box. 
The Shadow Man exhaled slowly as he rose, the Frowning Lady rising too. The black leather of Fox’s boots creaked as he straightened, and he pointed his chin towards the passage they had come down. Jessikah pushed past Aurelia with a scowl, hurrying off into the dark. Her footsteps echoed away from the public area. It sounded like she was heading for the deep caves. Where Aurelia wasn’t allowed.
Something became clear in her mind. “Oh!”
Mister Fox raised his eyebrows at her expression. 
“What are you smiling at, you little… thing?”
She grinned up at him. “Tattoo paint,” she said. 
He nodded, rubbing his stained fingers together. The colour was bright on his pale skin.
“Like the warriors at bedtime from dad’s stories. I want a tattoo like Warrior Gallianna. She had a red wolf on one arm and a blue dragon on the other. They were magic. They helped her in battle. Dad said I’m too small. But when I’m bigger,doors, I’m going to be just like her.”
He smiled faintly, but said nothing. He started down the corridor to follow Jessikah. As he passed the golden doors, he slowed. A thin line of light appeared where the doors met the floor. Someone had stepped away.
“Mister Fox?”
She heard him sigh. He stopped his progress along the passage and turned back. His black hair looked dark blue in the shadows as he wiped a hand through it. He stared at Aurelia, waiting for her to speak. She swallowed.
“Is the Frowning… is Jessikah, is she okay?” Aurelia scrunched up her nose. “She looks mean sometimes.”
He studied her face for a moment, eventually shaking his head.
“Don’t be scared of her. She frowns because I took her toys away.”
Aurelia wasn’t sure what he meant. She nodded anyway.
The Shadow Man tilted his head, examining her graffiti. The cold bark of his deep laugh echoed around the crystalline rock around them.
“A dragon?”
“Yes! I’m going to go on an adventure one day and find more besides Flare!”
“Good luck with that. But if you do, you had better load up on minerals for their magic. Or they won’t talk to you.”
“Yes they will!”
“No. They won’t, little thing. Dragons are greedy, serving none but themselves.”
Ignoring Aurelia’s scowl, Fox turned to leave.
“Don’t trust anyone,” he called over his shoulder as he headed after Jessikah. “Even those with magical tattoos.”
Aurelia didn’t understand. “I trust you,” she called after him. Her hands tingled further.
The shadows closed in behind him. He was gone.
“He’s weird,” Aurelia whispered to herself in the dimly lit corridor. She thought of the pony again and grinned in delight. Maybe there would be another.
She turned back to the tiny purple dragon on the wall. The wet ink of the bat-like wings was dripping down the glittering walls. It looked spooky. It looked awesome.
Dipping a finger in one of the drips, Aurelia added a large ‘A’ underneath the dragon. The glittering rock felt rough under her finger. Rougher than the smooth granite of her family’s small chambers.
Aurelia skipped off down the hall to find her father for a better description of the ancient heroine’s tattoo. Maybe he’d have a sweet for her instead. She smiled, waving her tingling hands. She needed to show the strange paint to her friend Bindy, who loved colours just as much as Aurelia. Most Elves did, dressing in bright colours to combat the dark mineral encrusted walls around the caves of their mountain homes. Except for Fox. The Shadow Man. Always head to toe in black. Boring black and black and black.
Her laughter rang loudly in the empty public chamber. Everyone had disappeared. Mister Fox did that to people. She didn’t understand why.
“One day,” she puffed, landing on a white rectangle. “I’ll have a dragon-” pink triangle again, “-of my own!”
Aurelia crowed in success as she ran off, echoes dancing around behind her.
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Gavin


Year 343, Gavin at age 21
Lolihud Caves

Faint tapping was echoing from the solemn cave ahead. 
He wasn’t looking forward to this, but the soft, curious noise urged Gavin on. The passage here was deep. It left him feeling hot and irritated. The walls were slick with moisture under his fingertips, as he trailed a hand along them for guidance. The mineral springs ahead were almost at the root of the mountain, where hot fiery rivers flowed thickly.
Uncertain footsteps stumbled after him, followed by a dull thud. Gavin smirked at the feminine gasp of pain behind him. Surely Ali, an elf born in the caves just like him, was up to the task of deep cave walking. Any elf worth their salt should be able to see in the dark. 
Gavin stepped from the narrow passage, coming out into a vast cavern. The footsteps behind him stopped short. He glanced up. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been here. It was just too deep and far from light and fresh air for most. Even miners of deep crystals. Most of the caverns of Lolihud were brightly lit and closer to the surface. The main hall of the caves far above was a vast space of lights and finely worked floors and craftsmanship. But this? This was something else.
“Shit,” he sighed.
Above the uneven floor, the ceiling was a black void. The origins of the stalactites were so high that the rock arching somewhere overhead couldn’t be discerned, even with his cunning eyes. This was one of the largest, and wildest, caves in the mountains of Lolihud. 
A source of light was coming from a fair distance away.
The tapping was louder, and he stared across the still surfaces of mineral rich pools, shimmering faint blue. Stalagmites grew across the cavern floor. It was warm here near the water. Occasionally a silent drip from above made the pool bright with phosphorescent rings that burst into life, growing wider, then fading away back into the surface.
It was a vast, dark and silent place. Apart from the ongoing tapping. Gavin stepped forward, towards the faint blue light ahead. 
Two baskets of glowing fungus had been placed next to a circular pool, the water of which seemed to glow an ethereal blue as well. Two figures were crouched in the glow. A small figure was kneeling, with something in their hands held above the shirtless back of another larger figure in front. The figure in the front was sitting on the edge of the pool, legs dangling in the luminous water. The black haired figure was gripping the edge of the pool.
Steam hissed up in angry wisps from between the man’s fingers.
“Brother?”
The tapping paused. 
The figure in front, the shirtless one, hissed angrily. The tapping started again.
As Gavin made his cautious way over, he could see it was indeed his brother. With Jessikah kneeling behind him. Gavin shook his head, frowning. Jessikah looked like a creature of misery. Ever since she’d come back with Fox from their last mission. That had been almost a year ago, and since then, Fox could hardly stand to look at him now. Gavin had finally had enough of his older brother’s odd behaviour. He was here to get answers.
The blue glow of the fungus and the paler shades of the blue pools painted both of their faces into grotesque masks. Gavin was close enough now to see Jessikah’s eyes were bloodshot, swollen, and watering. Her hands were damp, stained with something dark. 
Fox’s head was tilted forward, his chin resting on his chest. His hair was a black curtain over his face. 
“Fuck,” murmured Gavin. 
A tattoo? 
His bother was getting a gods-be-damned tattoo?
Gavin wasn’t sure what to say. 
Fox ignored him.
He glanced back at Ali. She was still crouched at the passage far behind him. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open. He motioned her over impatiently. She shook her head. He motioned again, pursing his lips. She took a tentative step into the cavern but paused. She was shivering despite the heat. 
Gavin blew out his breath and turned back to his brother, only a couple of metres away. His eyes widened in shock. 
He could see his brother’s hands where they steamed on the edge of the pool clearly now. The rock underneath them was a deep, dull red. 
What in the hells?
“Fox?” 
No answer. 
The tapping faltered, before continuing. 
Gavin took another step. “What’s going on? What are you doing?”
Fox raised his head. He turned slightly, flashing his narrowed eyes at Gavin. His hair and face were lost in strange shadows cast by the glowing blue fungus. Fox turned his head back towards the pool. Black hair covered his face once again.
Gavin took a step back without meaning to. He cleared his throat.
“Brother. Please. I’ve hardly seen you since your return…” No answer. Just the tapping of a needle and a stone, together with a drip of water somewhere close by.
The rock hissed again, steaming beneath his bother’s tightening hands.
“How are you doing that... the rocks? Is your magic doing… that?” Gavin’s voice was a hoarse croak.
Sighing, Fox finally spoke, but with a question of his own. “What are you doing down here?” His voice was icy. 
What the fuck? Fox was such a fucking hypocrite. Fox was down here, getting a bloody tattoo. Gavin couldn’t see the design, but it looked like it was spread the entire way across his brother’s back.
“I asked you first,” Gavin snapped. “What in the hells are you doing?”
Fox’s answer was soft, mocking. “What does it look like I am doing, brother?”
Jessikah’s stained hands stopped for a moment. Fox didn’t seem to mind, waiting as she grabbed a small pot of darkly shimmering ink from beside her. She dipped her tool into the pot before placing it back on the ground. There were dozens of pots. He couldn’t make out the colours. In the sickly light, they all looked shiny black. 
But each one was shimmering, luminous.
No, that wasn’t possible. 
That must be the glow of the fungus. 
Gavin frowned, feeling sick. 
How Jessikah could differentiate between the colours was a mystery. She paused a moment, wiping her sweaty face. Her hand left a shining dark stain across her brow, and her eyes never looked Gavin’s way. 
No smile. No acknowledgement, nothing. She leant back over Fox’s muscled back again. Whatever she was tattooing, it was large, detailed and was… what exactly?
The design was hard to wrap his mind around.  
It looked… wrong. 
Gavin had to look away for it; it hurt his eyes to look at. As the tapping started again, Jessikah’s hammer tapping the back end of the needle; his gaze slid to the pool’s rocky edge. The stone was bulging between Fox’s steaming fingers. 
What in the actual fuck?
“What happened to you?” Gavin finally whispered, his mouth dry.
Fox ignored Gavin’s question again. “Who is here with you, that girl back there?”
Gavin’s gaze slid along Fox’s back as the hairs on the back of his neck prickled. The tattoo, just what was it?
His brother’s cold voice snapped again. “I said, who is she?”
“Oh. That’s Ali.” Gavin took a step back. He bumped against a smooth stalagmite. “Never mind. I-”
“How old are you?” His brother’s voice was a deadly hiss.
“What?” Gavin froze. “You know how old I am. I’m the age you were, before you left,” he murmured. 
We look the same now, Gavin realised. We look like twins. What the fuck was going on? Elven magic was potent in their family. But how had his brother not aged a day in the years he’d been missing?
Fox’s voice snapped like a whip. “Not you, fool.” He turned again and looked past Gavin. “Ali. How old are you?”
There was a whimper behind him. Followed by a soft “Yes? Me? I’m fifteen winters.”
Gavin couldn’t look away from the bare flesh and the ink before him. The design, the shapes and the layers blurred in his vision. It was hard to tell, even with his Elven eyesight, but the ink didn’t seem to be fixed to where it had been tattooed into Fox’s skin.
“Go, now. Stay away from him.” Fox’s voice lowered into a purr. “Stay away from my brother.”
Ali’s frantic footsteps sounded, as she didn’t hesitate. She was running wildly back up the passage from whence they had come. Her footsteps echoed long after she was gone.
Furious, Gavin reached for something to say, for some way to make sense of this situation. This was beyond his understanding. But enough was enough.
“You bloody hypocrite. You treat Jessikah like a slave. Now a tattoo? A tattoo? What would our father have said-”
“Leave her alone.” Fox didn’t bother to face him. But his voice cut like ice down Gavin’s spine.
Gavin took a shaky breath. “Why should I?”
Wait. That tattoo. It was-
“Do you always need words repeated? You really are a fool.” The tapping hesitated, then continued. “Leave. Her. Alone.”
Fox hissed, and his hands tightened further. 
The molten rock glowed and pulsed. Jessikah flinched, but carried on. 
“What happened to you both?” Gavin whispered. 
Silence. Jessikah paused to reload her needle with ink. The tapping started again. It was echoing in Gavin’s brain. He hated it. He forged on, biting out the words.
“When you came back… from the forest. After looking for refugees. You said ‘another fucking cave’… I heard you, Fox… but you both love these caves…”
Fox laughed under his breath.
The tapping continued.
Driving the ink into his brother’s Elven skin.
Gavin wanted to scream. He couldn’t think. What the hells was happening to him? To Fox? 
“And…” Gavin felt his voice dry up, faltering. He couldn’t look away.
Fox refused to turn around. His voice was a mocking caress from the dark fall of his shining black hair. “Yes?”
Gavin shook his head as the cave tilted around him. The tattoo… it couldn’t be moving. Could it? But it looked like it was alive, grotesque shapes flowing from the shaking hands of Jessikah. 
Gavin tried to speak. He failed and choked instead. It felt like he was going to be sick. He bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself from crying out.
Fox laughed. 
The water and rock echoed the noise around the two crouched figures. Gavin’s skin crawled at the sound.
His brother’s voice oozed from beneath his hair. His tone was still a mocking purr. “I name this design Nightfall.”
Gavin took another step back. Past the slick column of the stalagmite. Another dozen steps. He scrambled backwards to the passage. The edge of the jagged opening cut into his heaving back.
Fox’s cruelly amused voice went on. “As in the end of the bad old days. The last dusk...” 
Fox’s horrific laugh danced around him, echoes rising into the black void above them. Gavin held in a sob. Jessikah’s face was a mask of silent rage, her eyes thick with tears.
The tapping continued. 
Fox used a steaming hand to brush away the coal black hair from his pale face. Fox turned to face Gavin fully. 
The tapping paused as his brother’s tortured flesh rippled with the movement. It kept moving.
Gavin, his mouth open in horror, tried to close his eyes against the man’s terrifying stare. He couldn’t.
Fox’s eyes mirrored the empty space above them, almost solid black, barely a speck of that strange gold shimmer to be seen. 
The mocking smile playing across his lips didn’t reach his eyes. 
“Don’t you like it, brother?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Gavin didn’t stop running until he was behind his locked door. He was sweating, fighting for air. Bile was rising in his throat.
What just happened? What the hells was on Fox’s back?
Icy fear slid through his veins. His brother would never, ever consent to get a tattoo. Of all the ways his brother had changed since returning to the caves after the failed refugee mission, this was the most significant. 
A groan escaped Gavin’s lips as his heart thundered away in his chest. 
It just wasn’t Fox at all.
So who the fuck was it then?
Crossing his dark room, Gavin waved a hand, his weak magic barely strong enough to light the single candle on the wall. Grabbing the water jug from the small bench, he attempted to pour himself a cup, but his shaking hands spilt most of it on the floor. He knocked back the rest, choking in his haste, and coughed it back out. He looked down. 
Even by the light of the dim candle, it was pink.
He must have bitten the inside of his cheek hard as he’d fled. He didn’t remember doing it, perhaps on his frantic run back up the passages to the public areas. It might explain the wide-eyed looks he got from the few Elves going about their evening business.
Glancing up, Gavin met his bloodshot eyes in the bronze mirror above the basin. There was blood on the side of his mouth. Running sweating hands through his hair, Gavin leaned closer. It was hard to think. His head was still aching from staring at that gods-awful tattoo. 
Who could he tell? The Elder One? 
But what could he say? Fox and the Elder were planning a gods-be-damned war together. The Elder wasn’t going to listen to him.
On the nightstand beside him was the mead he’d made Ali steal for him, from her father’s cellar. He peeled off his sweaty shirt with one hand and discarded it on the floor, then grabbed the jug of spirits. His bed creaked under him as he sat on the edge. 
He didn’t bother taking off his pants or boots before he bit off the cork and drained half of the liquid in one go.

      [image: image-placeholder]Delirium and drunkenness finally sent him off into a fitful doze. 
But while he slept, bloody hands danced behind his closed lids. Tracing ancient and evil symbols into glowing skin. Skeletal hands that created layers and layers of dead and twisted shapes, stacked like the strata of the deep, fiery mines. Broken bones and shattered scales. 
Staring. 
Moving. 
Coming for him.
A pain in his mouth woke him. He sat up, covered in the sweat of fear.
Sending a spark to the lantern by his bed, he looked down and cried out, his sob echoing around his otherwise silent chamber.
Where his face had been, his pillow was a bloody mess.
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Rhydian


Year 367
The Forest

The sun had not yet broken over the horizon and the predawn air was still. 
Rhydian was standing in a sea of wheat, in the great rolling hills of Aneirin farmlands. The head of the grain stalks were spiky shadows in the surrounding dark. When Rhydian ran his hands across the rough heads, they felt sticky, unpleasant. Drawing back his hands, his flesh came away wet. 
Confused, Rhydian touched his face, feeling wetness there as well. Had he been crying again? He felt uneasy. The familiar, unknown guilt was rising within him again, a hot tide in his heart.
His gaze travelled to the low hill, a brief ride away. Shimmering in the dark, the ring of tall stones looked like robed figures waiting to greet the dawn. 
As he watched, the sun rose in a lazy yawn from behind the hill. The light was golden as it spilled across the mountains around the valley, running down their sides. It broke over the grand castle of Aneirin, built above the terraced city on the side of the jagged peaks. The sun rose higher, covering the fields with honeyed light. But the air wasn’t warm. It was cold, his breath fogging before him. A movement before him caught his eye, and Rhydian’s gaze rested back on the ring of great stones.
A figure separated from the dark rocks. The stranger was backlit by the cold sun. 
He blinked, using one hand to shield his eyes. 
“Aurelia?”
He froze. His hand…
The wetness wasn’t dew from the grain or tears from his eyes.
His hands were red.
The tide of guilt within him spread out from his heart. It pulled him under, into a void that was hot, deep, and endless.
His heart stopped-

Rhydian jerked awake. 
Flinging his blanket aside, he scrambled closer to the embers of the dying fire, searching out the light. 
His shaking hands were clean. Dry. 
He sat back on his heels. The stars were still out, and the sun was nowhere near rising. He choked back a breath and looked around. The others were asleep. 
Except for Aurelia. 
She watched him from her blankets, green eyes barely visible through the waves of dark hair that fell across her face.
Rhydian forced himself to smile and placed another dead branch over the red embers. Sparks flared in a straight column, illuminating his trembling hands. He cleared his throat and scooted back to his mess of blankets.
“Ants,” Rhydian murmured. 
He cleared his throat again. “Ants in my bedroll.” 
Aurelia watched him for a beat. Her eyes closed.
Rhydian glanced down at his hands. He’d never seen that coppery wetness before in his dreams. 
What in the hells was going on? 
What did it mean, if anything?
At his feet, the flames licked over the fresh wood, hissing as it burned.
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Cas


Year 367
Aneirin City

A bejewelled finger traced burning circles into the dry wood of the table.  
As Cas’ hand moved across the grain of the previously spotless wood, his fingertip left blackened trails in its wake. The top half of his finger was glowing like an incense stick. The bottom half looked like any other, albeit adorned with a large gold and ruby ring. 
After finally feeling like himself again, Cas had made it downstairs to the inn common room. It was early, and there were no other guests awake. It had taken him two days to stop tripping out of his head. Certain sounds still had colours to them, which were disorientating, but today he’d had enough control over his senses to leave his room.
Cas was still feeling ill, but his endless thirst for magic had urged him on. He had a bargain to make, to buy magic from the king with information. The Elves in the south were making their move on Aneirin, at long last. A faint smile twisted his smooth lips, like a chilled sun appearing from behind lazy clouds. 
A soft wisp of smoke rose. Cas’ nostrils flared, inhaling the ash. 
“Circles and cycles,” he whispered, sending the smoke curling away. 
His lip curled at the thought of endless cycles of births, pointless lives and deaths every day. All of those circles of life were pointless without the spark of real magic that gave meaning to the world. Magic that was still sitting like ground glass in Cas’ guts, while he sat there fuming with impatience. The head of the castle’s servants had refused him an audience with the king, when Cas had stumbled up the steep streets of Aneirin before dawn. But the old man, Lord Cirrus or something like that, had handed Cas a message.
Raising his hand, Cas blew away the ash from his fingertip. He tilted his blonde head, staring as his fingertip slowly returned to normal. He smudged the remaining soot off, rasping his callouses against each other.
“Always goddamned circles,” he murmured, with a depressed sigh. 
Rocking the front chair legs up off the stone floor below, Cas sat back, adjusting his sword belt. It would have been more comfortable to place the heels of his riding boots on the smooth wooden table, but the idea of mud where he might eat from disgusted him. From an aesthetical point of view, it certainly didn’t matter. Three charred rings on the beautiful wood. Circles laced into each other, staining the grain. 
Cas swore under his breath.
What had he been thinking? It wasn’t right to have marred such craftsmanship. The table was a beautifully made thing of oak and finely joined seams. Cas licked his lower lip. He could use his magic to fix it. But that was too hard earned to spend on erasing the burns.
Cas wiped his hands on his dark pants instead, glancing away, trying not to think about the quartz cocks having their way with him in his blood. 
A noise cut through the silence and Cas tilted his head, examining the innkeeper who was snoring at the gleaming bar. The sleeping man was still upright on his stool, one elbow propped on the polished surface, his hand pressed against his cheek. The innkeeper’s apron was clean, the man’s hands just as sanitary. One of the reasons Cas had chosen to lodge here. 
Reaching into his pocket, Cas felt the parchment folded there, thinking of the message in the king’s own hand. 
Was it worth the risk, meeting the king so far from the city? Or was it safer? To bargain with a magic-using king in a city where magic was outlawed?
Blinking, Cas looked around. 
The place was deserted, the sounds of laughing voices gone. A rich aroma of roasted meats lingered, but he could smell that the kitchens had not yet started the bread for the day. The light was dim, just a single candle on his table and a low fire with lacklustre, weak flames in the hearth across the far wall. He supposed it was normal for an upper class establishment at this early hour. The sun was not quite up. 
A long snort from the innkeeper across the dark room startled him. Cas smiled bitterly, staring back down into his finely made clay cup. The king’s message was clear. If Cas wanted his magic, Cas would have to meet the king on his own terms.
Cas’ lip curled. He knew what that entailed. He’d do it too, for the sake of more power.
Magic was a blessing, yes. But it was also a burden, something that should have been his by birthright. But it had skipped him over. And now Cas had to bargain for it wherever he could. Unlike his parents, or his brother. 
Ignoring the dull throb in his head, left over from the quartz hangover, Cas stared at the wall across the room. Now would be an ideal time to utter a prayer. 
He didn’t.
Snorting instead, Cas slid his cup over the edge of the burnt rings. He was sorry for wasting his meagre share of sparks to mark the wood. But he wasn’t going to fix it.
“Only to be used for emergencies,” he recalled dryly. 
Trying to relax the grimace across his face, Cas tilted his chair backwards, until he could rest his head against the whitewashed wall behind. His soft leather cloak shifted beneath him. 
Emergencies.
How long ago had that been? Closing his eyes, Cas laughed under his breath. He wasn’t sure. It had been so long that all the years had blurred together, while he searched, selling whatever he could, to get what was rightfully his.
Everything would have been better, if only Cas had been born with magic of his own.

      [image: image-placeholder]The little boy was sitting on a dry pile of hay, trying furiously to light a candle with nothing but magic.
His red face was scrunched up, his eyes narrow, and sweat beaded his cheeks and forehead. He was concentrating with all of his might. Focusing on whatever spark inside of him was there. Just had to be there.
But the black wick remained cold.
Filled with shame and frustration, the little boy threw the candle at the open door of the barn. He said a word that would earn him a firm clip from his father’s hand. He looked around furtively, but there was no one here to tell. Not even animals, they were all out grazing. It was just the boy, the dry hay, and a candle that was starting to soften in the sun.
The little boy dropped his face into his hands, blonde hair falling across his forehead. The tears wanted to come, but he wouldn’t let them. Surely there was another way to bring his magic forth. The rest of his family had magic. 
So why didn’t he?
He choked back a sob, wiping his face with hands that felt tacky and smelled of beeswax.
A shadow passed along the cracks of the barn and the little boy tensed, thinking he might have summoned his father just by swearing aloud. A youthful voice called his name instead, and the little boy’s shoulders relaxed.
Another blonde head, not quite identical, peered around the wooden door.
“Cassie! I was looking for you! I-” His twin’s voice cut off. “What happened? Are you hurt?”
His brother Wane rushed in, but his foot caught on the candle, still softening in the sun. He slipped, sliding headfirst across the threshold into the shadows towards his brother. Falling into the hay where Cas was perched, the boy landed with a curse.
Cas snickered. His brother seemed okay, apart from the split in the back of his newly made pants.
Wane blinked up at his brother, his sparkling green eyes wide. 
“Mother is going to kill me!”
There was a pause. 
“You could say it was my fault,” Cas mumbled. “She wouldn’t care then.” 
Their mother would likely stare at Cas coldly, then send their father off to deal with it. Two little boys were a lot of work, apparently. Or so their father always said, but not like it was a bother. Their mother would simply head back into her greenhouse to experiment with her crystals and greenery. Their father would laugh softly, and then demand to know what scrapes they had been in that day, a twinkle in his deep blue eyes.
Wane shifted uncomfortably. He knew it was true. Wane was expected to be a role model, and Cas was… well, Cas was left alone.
Getting to his knees, Wane brushed his chest off with grubby hands. Cas curled his lip. His brother needed to be chucked into the well.
“What’s wrong though, Cas? What happened?”
Cas shrugged, scowling at the candle. Wane turned his head, following his brother’s gaze. 
“Oh.” Wane placed a hand on his brother’s arm. “Dad said our magic could come at different times. Don’t worry.”
“But we’re nearly eight. You got yours years ago.”
Wane bit his lip, dropping Cas’ hand. “I didn’t mean to.” He paused. “Besides, I can’t do much. Not like mother and father.”
Cas shrugged again.
Looking thoughtful, Wane casually reached out his hand and flicked his fingers. The candle, now a soft, misshapen blob, flew into his hand. He held it up, brow furrowed in concentration. After barely a moment, the wick ignited with a soft hiss. Wane’s gaze met Cas’ over the tiny flame.
“Maybe you need to start with a lit candle? And then try to put it out.”That was an idea. Taking the candle from his brother, Cas licked his lips. He’d try that. He shifted on the hay, getting more comfortable.
A girl’s voice interrupted from outside. “Wane?”
Wane sat up with a start. “Oh! I forgot.” He peered out the door, standing up, before glancing guiltily back at Cas. His hand went to the back of his pants. “We’re going to run down to the harbour, see if they catch any more giant squid today. The sailors say there’s still a lot going on under the surface, earthquakes and such like.”
“And you’re going with her?” Cas hated the hurt in his voice. The candle in his hand sputtered.
Wane was backing towards the door. The expression on his boyish face was caught between guilt and excitement. He grabbed a cloth from the doorway and tied it around his waist. “You can come with us. I was coming to get you.”
Cas’ eyes were back on the flame. “No.”
“Well, okay.” Wane stepped out into the bright morning sun, adjusting the cloth around his waist. He paused. “Bye, then.”
Ignoring his brother, Cas’ eyes were intent on the flickering candle.
He heard his brother sigh, and then Wane’s shadow passed along the cracks in the barn walls, and was gone. 
And so Cas had sat there for hours, red faced and sweating. Nearly passing out from holding his breath. Trying to quench the flame with magic.
Magic that wouldn’t come.
And so, in a fit of rage, he’d thrown the candle across the barn again. 
Unfortunately, the lit candle hadn’t landed near the door.
It had landed in the driest pile of hay. 
It had taken one quick heartbeat for the fire to catch. The tongues of flame licked quickly and deeply into the pile of yellow stalks. The crisp sizzle of the fire was music to his ears.
It was ten giddy heartbeats while Cas sat there, fascinated and wild-eyed wild eyed. He had to choke back a laugh. The flames had spread to the next pile of hay, only a short distance from the first. Flames were caressing the dry wooden walls, racing up the tall planks to the rafters far above.
It was about fifty racing heartbeats before his father had come running, eyes wide. Cas was coughing from the smoke, and apart from standing up, he hadn’t moved. Unfortunately for Cas, his mind was sharp, and he had seen the hope flare on his father’s face. A wild hope that this wasn’t some tipped over lantern.
It had only taken another beat for the hope to clear on his father’s face. To be replaced by shock when his father realised how high the flames rose. The rafter above was alight, the top of the red and orange flames licking the ceiling. His father had waved his hand, summoning his flow of energy, and the fires were extinguished straight away. 
When the flames had died, the scent of ash and char filled the air, and smoke danced across the barn. Particles of hay, mere hairs of carbon, floated around Cas’ face. Reaching out, the little boy touched one, not even feeling it as it crumbled to black dust on his fingers.
Taking a cautious step into the barn, his father peered at his son. He took another careful step forward. His eyes were roaming around the smoky space, biting his bottom lip. Eventually, his father made his way over to kneel in the unburnt hay at Cas’ feet. Wiping his hands on his dark pants, Cas kicked at the hay, avoiding his father’s gaze.
“Cas? Are you all right?” His father’s voice was hoarse. He brushed Cas’ hair away from his sooty face. His expression was wary. “What happened here?”
Cas, mute, shook his head. 
Truthfully, it was his fault, and Wane’s, although neither of them would ever tell. He clenched his hands, feeling the beeswax as slimy grease on his palms.
His father’s nose twitched as more soot fell around them. He reached out and, taking Cas’ hands, held them up to the sunlight coming in. His father sniffed.
“Oh son,” his father sighed. “I can smell the beeswax, even over the soot. The candles are made with my bees, after all. Were you… trying again?”
Dropping his son’s hands, his father glanced around the barn, his expression torn.
Cas bit his lip. 
His father, still hopeful, cleared his throat. “Did you… succeed?”
That was worst of all. Not the fire or the fact that Wane had stepped in with his easy magic. But the fact that even then, his father was holding out hopes that his other son was full of the same spark that his family shared.
The little boy’s eyes felt hot, shame and smoke choking his throat. Cas shook his head and sniffled.
Illarion sighed again. “I’m sorry, son.”
“I don’t have any,” Cas finally whispered. He kicked the hay once more and his voice hardened. “No magic. Why not? Why not me?”
“Oh son,” his father looked him straight in the eyes, cupping his face. Even then, his father was one of the few people who could look into Cas’ eyes without flinching. Only his father, brother and Morgan. They made him feel almost normal, almost like he belonged. 
“You don’t need it. You’re perfect without it,” his father murmured, and pride flared in Cas’ chest. Noticing, his father smiled, ruffling Cas’ hair. “Besides, your brother will share what he has. He’ll take care of you.”
The flare of pride in Cas’ chest sputtered. 
“So you don’t need magic at all.”
The flare went out. 
“Wane will always take care of you,” his father said, standing up. “He knows magic is not for showing off, but to make life easier. Only for emergencies, and to keep you safe.” 
Cas was left staring at the burnt walls and the soot filled air, heat choking him from the inside.
His father paused at the barn door, sunlight catching his hair, the flakes of soot amongst the pale strands. “I’ll get help to clean this up.” 
Watching him go, Cas’ hands clenched at his sides, fingernails digging into his palms.
“Perhaps I don’t need it, father,” he whispered, glancing down, rubbing a sooty thumb into the palm of his other hand. “But I want it.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The fire in the hearth cracked loudly.
Cas jerked up with a start, crushing the fine clay of his cup in his grip. The spirits spilled across the table, shards of clay amongst the liquid. The innkeeper jerked awake with a loud snort, eyes wide.
Forgetting himself, Cas waved a hand at the alcohol. Flames ignited, burning the puddle away. He smiled as the liquid evaporated and the dust of the clay remained.  
If only every other mess was as easy to make disappear.
“I never needed it, father,” Cas murmured quietly, blowing the dust away. “But truly, I wanted it. I always will.”
Raising his eyes from the table, Cas’ gaze met the horrified stare of the innkeeper.
Oh.
Cas sighed, and forcing himself to be casual, he pushed back his chair to stand. Across the room, the innkeeper backed off his stool with a scramble. Moving slowly, Cas reached into his cloak. The man’s wild eyes flicked to the door leading to the kitchen behind the bar. Then back to Cas. The man swallowed.
Cas withdrew his hand, opening his fingers.
The innkeeper flinched as gold coins dropped one by one to the table. They rolled in circles, buttery yellow metal flashing in the low light. Eventually they lost their momentum, collapsing with dull chimes onto the wood. They covered the charred marks that stained the fine grain, shining gold over sooty black.
Cas looked up. The man at the bar opened his mouth, thought better about it. The man pursed his lips instead and swallowed.
“Is this enough?” 
The innkeeper stared at him, unable to answer.
Cas, fed up with the man’s fear, stalked around the table towards the bar. He raised his voice.
“Is this enough?”
The innkeeper was staring at Cas’ face.
“Your eyes sir… what… what…”
Sighing, Cas took out more gold coins. He slammed them to the bar top. “Thank my parents for those. Now. I said, is this enough?”
The innkeeper licked his dry lips. He flinched as the fire popped again, but he nodded.
Cas waited. “And? What do we say?”
The man shook his head, clearing his throat. “Wh-what, s-sir?”
Cas leaned in close, scenting the man’s sweat. It both intrigued and repelled him. He smiled. The innkeeper flinched again as Cas’ lips formed soundless words, encouraging the man. The innkeeper’s eyes widened with comprehension as he read Cas’ lips.
The innkeeper repeated Cas’ words like a question, his voice now a strangled sob. “‘Thank you’?”
“That wasn’t so hard now, was it?” Cas straightened, his grin bright. “You’re welcome.”
The innkeeper shook his head, his lips pressed together tightly.
Turning to leave, Cas paused. “What year is this?”
The innkeeper’s expression went from afraid to confused. “Three sixty seven, sir.”
“Really?” Cas murmured while rubbing his temples. The crystal dicks had messed with his head. The innkeeper’s expression was one of horrified fascination.
Four hundred years and the disappointment in his father’s eyes still stung. Cas had spent too long wandering away from the city. But sometimes, the overwhelming presence of too many people was simply suffocating. He ached for the solitude of his usual hideaways, especially the holy places of Baile Fuar. Either way, it was time for his meeting with the king.
Without another word, Cas stalked across the empty room and yanked open the door. The relief from the innkeeper behind him was palpable.
Outside, the sky was growing steadily brighter, unfolding like a soft tapestry of radiant light. The streets were empty but for the jingle of tack and horse hooves to Cas’ left. Men’s low voices and a soft laughter were coming down from the cobbled hill from the castle. 
Cas stepped back into the doorway, thinking perhaps it was the prince, who he had no intention of meeting. But the group of voices made it seem unlikely. The prince usually rode out alone. Cas had observed the prince ride out many times, and had even followed him once, to the wheat fields outside the city walls. The prince did nothing interesting, just lie in the grass like some great martyr and cry. 
Cas smiled, feeling the downward tilt of his lips spreading across his face. His hard to match upside downwards smile. It had driven his parents mad.
The group came past. It was only a pair of guards riding down into the town; one of them with a young woman perched sideways on the saddle, the man’s arms around her waist. Returning her to her whorehouse, no doubt. From the sleepy smile on her face, Cas hoped they’d reimbursed her sufficiently.
As he walked around to the inn’s stables, Cas was thinking over his options, how to play this out. This meeting was going to have to be memorable to keep the king’s interest.
They’d met only once before. According to wine-loosened lips, the king was steadfastly refusing to take another wife. Therefore, Cas had come to the most obvious conclusion. Then it had been easy to catch the king’s gaze. A casual smile and bob of the head as the king made his progress through his city. Letting an open smile hold the king’s gaze, when the man had finally turned Cas’ way.
Cas ran a thumb along his lips. It had been almost too easy. The king had followed him into the tavern near the lower gate. Shouting his guard of two a round of noontime ales. Cas had slipped out the back to the privy, making sure the king had seen his dark smile.
The man hadn’t even paused before pressing Cas against the cold stones of the inn wall. With his eyes closed while the king’s hands and mouth roamed, a bargain had been made to meet again. No other promises had been exchanged, which was frustrating. But Cas had waited before, and he could wait a little longer for the magic that he craved.
Cas’ smile faded.
Along with magic, he needed unfettered access to the castle, the library in particular. The most likely place for the map he was seeking. All Cas had to do was to share his news on the long missing queen. And share himself as well.
As he nudged a sleepy groom awake with his boot, Cas ran a hand across his lips. He hoped that would be enough. He did indeed have news. The Elves were on the move. But he didn’t want to share all of that just yet. Not when Cas still had questions for the king, and the desire to absorb the king’s outlawed magic in return. So he would hold some information back. 
For now.
Hearing a noise, Cas looked up with a grimace. A rat was scurrying along the rafter in the stables above him. His still warm finger twitched. The rat paused, its whiskers twitching, eyeing him from above. Cas bared his teeth.
“Get out of here before I toast you, fleabag,” he muttered, too low for the groom to hear.
The rat’s whiskers twitched again. It sped off into the shadows.
When the groom finally had his horse ready for the trek out to the northern farmlands, Cas mounted up and urged his horse to the street.
A thought struck him, and his fingers twitched on the reins. Perhaps the king was holding back from him, too. Considering the type of man that the king was, a man who had trapped his citizens in with magic, and most other magic users out, it was possible. Likely even. After all, it seemed magic users were liars in the end. Meeting the king for what would follow was a risk.
Cas urged his horse towards the lower gate of the city; the streets were quiet, and the sky was still a soft wash of warm honey against grey.
But for a chance at more magic and power both, Cas would take the risk.
Like he always had.
And always would.
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Fox


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

The glowing surface of the pool reflected two faces.  
Shadows obscured both. Two sets of eyes glowed brightly. One set of green eyes was wide, clear and pure. And then there was his, a nightmare of black skies, scattered with gold flecks. Like stars in the vast expanse of black skies, mocking him. 
Fox wiped a hand over his pale face. He had power to spare, more than he had ever asked for or desired. He had tried so many times to turn his rebellious irises black. Even the younger Elves of Lolihud could change what they wished with their puny magic reserves. Yet the hated golden flecks remained. They sickened him.
He blinked down at the waters. His gold-flecked black eyes stared back grimly. 
With a frustrated sigh, he focused back on Aurelia.
He was back in the deep cavern, blissfully alone, his weapons belt discarded amongst the black rocks close by. Sitting cross-legged at his favourite pool, he was back, using the surface of the deep pools as a focus, tracking Aurelia. She had made it, as he knew she would, right into the great sprawling castle. 
As she followed Rhydian towards what looked like a guest chamber, her expression had been amusing to Fox. The uncertainty on her face was rare. Aurelia was proud of her mission to Aneirin. She had an instinct for being in the right place at the right time. 
Perhaps that was related to the success of her parents, who were great crystal miners. In the mines, Fox was aware of their success at finding, and then teasing out, crystals from layers of deep rock. He wondered how long that would last. Magic was becoming more rare amongst the newer generations, with there being only one known dragon left. 
Fox smiled at the thought, watching Aurelia glance around with her wide, green eyes. Aurelia had followed the prince, leading the way with a lantern. As Rhydian gestured at a doorway, she hesitated. Flare was nowhere to be seen. Fox hoped the blasted reptile was keeping his mouth shut.
Running his hands through his black hair, Fox idly wondered what would happen to the Elves now, with no more dragons. The Elves only had magic because dragons had shared it with them for their dragonish greed. After all, the dragons had needed workers to mine the crystals from deep caves, to fuel the great powers that the dragons craved. 
Fox’s lips curled at the thought. He opened his lips to curse, but paused. He tilted his head.
Which godforsaken dragon had shared their magic with her parents? Enabling dragon magic to filter through into their Elven instincts for mining, then filter through into their daughter while she slept in her mother’s womb?
Fox had never thought to ask. 
Maybe I will. 
He glanced down at Aurelia’s face. To the uncertainty and the conflict that played across her fine features.
If Aurelia makes it, returning to us alive.
Fox narrowed his eyes.
Of course she would.
Aurelia was staring at the prince. As he passed her the lantern, she smiled brightly. The prince’s expression faltered. He bowed regally, but spoiled the effect by practically running off. 
Possibly Aurelia’s uncertainty was more to do with the prince than with the object of her search. Fox laughed at the thought, a sharp bark that echoed in the surrounding gloom.
Stretching his arms over his head, Fox cracked some of the tension out of his neck. He wasn’t sure why he was watching now. He had spent another long day with the Elder, watching the mission unfold across the black obsidian. After the Elder had turned away from the stone, it had been a relief to get away from the stuffy rooms and sweet incense.
Inhaling deeply, Fox tasted the air of his silent cave. It tasted of minerals and crystals. He welcomed the warmth that soothed his chilled flesh. 
In much the same way Aurelia had.
Fox glanced down, his brief smile flashing into the glowing waters below. The night before Aurelia had departed for her mission, he’d finally given in to her demands. 
Absentmindedly, one hand caressed his chest, feeling the lumps of the two pendants beneath his shirt that he never took off. His other hand dipped through the surface of the water, sending small ripples expanding away. He traced hand-shaped grooves in the rock below the waterline. As Fox pressed his fingers into the ridges, sparks dancing around his wrist on the surface. Grooves that were definitely not left over from when he’d had the fool, Jessikah, ink his back. 
The distorted rock was from a happier time. When Aurelia’s boots had been flung into the shadows with a carefree laugh. She and Fox had sunk into the waters together, and said goodbye with more than words. 
A drop of water splashed nearby, the broken droplets flicking along the iridescent green scabbard of his sword. The single uncut ruby in the hilt’s pommel looked like the colour of dried blood.
Ignoring the aching memories that the sword brought to the surface, Fox stared back into the same waters that he’d shared with Aurelia. The warmth she’d wrapped around him had been a soothing balm to his chilled flesh. 
If only for a little while.
Fox closed his eyes, remembering their time here with a yearning, a yearning that throbbed like a bruise around his reluctant heart.

      [image: image-placeholder]Aurelia floated naked in the mineral-rich waters, spent and relaxed. 
Her long hair floated around her like silk, glowing blue sparks dancing along the strands. She was upright, with the back of her head resting against the rocky edge behind. Her hands were under the water, pressed against the wall to stop her from drifting. Her legs hung below, with an occasional kick to keep her floating. There was a smile playing across her beautiful features. Her eyes were closed.
Also naked, Fox was lying on his side along the edge of the pool close by. His head rested on his arm, wet hair dripping, and his body limp. The golden chain around his neck hung down, coiling on the rocks beneath his chin. His right hand drifted across the surface of the glowing waters. Occasionally, his long fingers tugged Aurelia’s hair, his own smile playing across his lips.
Soft flashing accompanied each ripple he made, sparks of phosphorescence flaring and dying with the movement of his hand. It had been a long stretch of time since he’d felt this relaxed. Unguarded. 
If her deep sigh was any indication, Aurelia was feeling something similar. 
Fox looked up from the waters, examining the cave. The cave was silent, only marked occasionally by a drip of water from the shadows above. Warm mists wrapped themselves lazily around the bases of ancient stalagmites close by. Those further away were lost, even to his exceptional eyesight. Below him, the soft glow emanating from the pool bathed the pair of them in cool toned blue light. Aurelia’s creamy flesh looked closer to his pale skin, which pleased him. 
Lifting his hand out of the water, scattering blue sparks, Fox reached out to stroke Aurelia’s cheek. He dragged his thumb down, tracing her lips, her chin, and then lowered his touch to her throat. He caressed her artery, feeling the pulse of blood just beneath. Moving his wrist, he tilted her head slightly, turning her face towards him. 
Aurelia’s eyes stayed closed. 
Fox cleared his throat. “Can you do it?”
She made no response. He tried again, his voice low.
“Aurelia, can you do it? Can you kill a man?”
A drip in the shadows nearby was the only noise.
His hand slid back up to her mouth. He traced the damp seam of her lower lip. It moved. She was trying not to smile.
“Aurelia.”
With her eyes still closed, her tongue followed the path of his thumb. His intake of breath was sharp as his eyes followed the movement of the pink tip. Glancing down along his pale body, he was fascinated as the body he lived in hardened again. Their new intimacy, while strange, was also so familiar.
In his mind, visions of muscular hands teasing him echoed through his thoughts, visions from another time. Long emerald locks entwined with moonlight pale hair danced across his heart. A man’s deep sigh, warm against his cheek, with the scent of trees, sweat and salt in his lungs. 
Stop. 
He dropped his hand from Aurelia’s face. 
That was the past. A dream. He was awake here.
I am awake. I must not think of that.
Manoeuvring closer to the edge of the pool, Fox let his body fall. He rolled over the rocky edge, slipping back into the water. Sliding into the glowing pool with a graceful silken ripple, warm water closed over his cooling skin. He floated up, kicking his feet. He broke the surface next to Aurelia, his shoulder rising under her arm, his chest against her side. 
Aurelia’s eyes remained closed, although she was smiling now.
Using his hand, Fox caressed her hip before turning her completely. With a quiet laugh, Aurelia allowed Fox to twist her around to face the rocky edge of the pool. Fox was careful to keep one arm bent across her breasts; the rocky edge was sharp in some places. With his chest now against her back, his arms and legs wrapped tight around her supple form, she floated weightless against him. His body hardened further as she leant against him, trusting him.
Fox’s lips touched the locks of her wet hair. “Aurelia.” His mouth found her ear. “Aurelia, are you listening to me?”
“Mmm.” Her voice was deep, lazy.
“I’m talking to you. Answer me.”
Her soft sigh had her tilting her head away from him. But at last she spoke. 
“Yes.” She nodded against him. “Anyone can kill a monster, Shadow Man.”
Frowning at the nickname, Fox pressed her closer to the wall. The rocks pressed into his arm, piercing it in multiple places. He welcomed the sting; it calmed him down, keeping him focused. 
Tracing the soft curve of her ear with his lips, his words merely a breath. “Yes? Are you sure?”
Aurelia shifted against him, making a small sound in her throat. He pressed closer, a sharp pain flickering along his arm. Aurelia shivered at the contact between them.  
Tilting her head back, Aurelia murmured to the darkness above them. “Yes I will, yes I can, mmm. And yes, do that again.”
Fox repeated the roll of his hips against her and lowered his mouth to her neck; salty and warm flesh meeting his tongue. Aurelia grabbed the wall, startled as his arms lessened their grip on her as he savoured her flesh.
“Don’t let go,” she laughed with a soft huff. “I’ll sink and drown.” Aurelia paused, then snorted. “Ha. If I fail, I guess I know what I’ll do.”
“What?” Pausing his attentions, Fox lifted his mouth from her neck.
“If I fail. I’ll come down here.” Aurelia lifted her hands from the wall, relying completely on Fox to hold her afloat. His arms tightened around her as she sank. “I’ll come down here and just let go…”
Fox stiffened. “Don’t say that. Ever.” He knew the pool was deep, just not how much.
With another sigh, Aurelia shook her head; the glowing ripples dancing around them, her long hair sticking to his face. “Everyone tells me I won’t fail. But if I did? The shame of it, after training for so long, the idea of sinking into oblivion sounds ideal…”
“Aurelia, I’m serious-”
“Hush, my Shadow Man… I don’t want to talk.” She pressed herself back against him.
Feeling somewhat mollified, Fox laugh with relief into her hair. 
“I see,” he murmured. It was obvious to both of them how much her words agreed with him. He hugged her tighter, pressing the charms of his necklace between her back and his chest.
Fox let her troubling words pass him by. She appeared relaxed despite what they were sharing. She didn’t seem to realise that he was better off alone. And he was just selfish enough to be fine with that, for now.
Moving gently behind her, eyes still intent on her expression, he pushed his knee between the back of her thighs. Her breath hitched as he positioned himself against her, taking his time. Using his hand to guide himself to her entrance, he made sure she heard his low hiss as he entered slowly, lazily. Aurelia gasped against him, a deep satisfied sound of her own filling the silence between them.
Breathing deeply, barely holding onto his control, Fox sank deeper into her warmth. Taking his time, not wanting to rush. Their first time together, not half an hour ago, had been rough, brutal. He had let her lead. And as much as her greed for him had been a welcome wonder, his lips still felt bruised. He wanted this time to be slower. Careful, tender.
Fox smiled, running his tongue along her ear while he seated himself within her as deep as he could go. She shivered, floating against him, held firm by his body and his arms. She hung against him, a boneless creature, lost in pleasure.
Aurelia turned her head, mouth parted slightly, turning towards the attentions of his mouth. His intent gaze caught a sliver of shining green, dark in the blue glow, as she opened heavy eyelids. His breath caught in his throat at the sight of her pleasure and the heat of her around him. 
He started a long and slow withdrawal, with a slow roll of his hips. Aurelia sighed with pleasure into the soft blue darkness around them. 
Unable to help himself, Fox paused. 
“Do you get how serious this is?” Fox pressed his lips against her ear. “Do you know what you’re up against?”
“Mmm.” Aurelia’s frustrated moan was amusing. Fox shook his head against her.
Reaching his right hand around her stomach, Fox’s fingers reached lower and found the soft hair at the apex of her thighs. Finding the sensitive nub of flesh below, he used his fingers to heighten her pleasure as he moved again.
Aurelia’s deep moan was its own satisfying reward. He bit back his own gasp at the feel of her around him. He increased the movement of his body against her, within her, words failing him at the pleasure mounting through his soul. The cave was murmuring with echoes of their combined pleasure.
He was moving faster now, thrusting deeply and languidly, drawing out more gasps from her as he held her above the water. To find purchase, he positioned a foot against the wall. He was finding it hard not to lose control and let go. They’d be underwater before he knew it. 
He made a quick decision. Moving deeply within Aurelia all the while, Fox sent a kernel of power to his left hand that grasped the rock in front of them. Lifting his hand from pleasuring her, Fox covered Aurelia’s eyes. Hoping she wouldn’t see the rocks glowing, melting, reshaping around his hand, forming a set of ridges to fit his palm so he could hold on. She hadn’t noticed the red glow, sighing as he kept his hips moving against her from behind. After a few beats, the rock was solid again. Fox was able to grab the wall securely, where before there had been only jagged edges that held no purchase. 
Fox thrust deeply once more, earning him Aurelia’s loudest moan yet. Gods, she was beautiful. Precious. 
Had he ever told her?
Fox paused again. 
“Aurelia? Do you know what you mean to me?”
Her eyes opened wide. Her right hand reached down and grabbed his right hand, where it was grabbing her hip. She pressed back against him. Urging him on. He laughed under his breath and obliged. She moaned her approval, keeping her grip on his hand below the waters. 
“I’ve a reasonably good idea, Shadow Man,” Aurelia gasped as Fox deepened his movements at her words.
“Don’t call me that.” He thrust again. “I don’t like it.” 
“Fine,” Aurelia panted, her words a hiss at his rough movement.
“My eyes are wide open.” She moaned as he shifted against her, quickening his pace. “We are at the end of the world here,” she gasped again. “And I am going to find the king, to find the centre of it all…” Her words faded into a soft moan.
Fox’s teeth found her shoulder. 
“The centre might not be where you expect,” he murmured. His movements were more urgent. “You need to stay in control.” 
Ground against the rocks, his left arm bled freely into the warm water around them. 
Aurelia’s right hand came around to grab his hip, urging him on. Her fingernails pricked his flesh. Her moan set his blood on fire. 
“You need to stay in control,” she panted. “Tell me though, why these tender words now?” Aurelia arched against him with a moan. “Don’t tell me your heart has gone soft, pouring out to me.” 
Withdrawing his length to the tip, Fox slid back in completely in a rough twist. They both gasped at the sensations washing over their bodies. 
“Empty? My heart is full,” Fox hissed. “Filled with the hearts and pains and loves and lives of others.” His next thrust seared them both. He gasped into her ear, “And I am always in control.” 
Aurelia was writhing against him, breathless, face flushed. 
“How can you contain… oh gods… the hearts of so many?”
Fox adjusted the angle of his hips and increased his pace. 
“I ate them,” he panted, face in her wet hair, against her ear, tasting her musk and the salt of her body.
Aurelia gasped at his words while her body tensed around him. Her muscles quaked, trembled and her pleasure peaked, rippling through her body. Her shout was a wordless cry to the glow and the surrounding shadows. Fox closed his eyes, guiltily delighted with her shock. He was close too, her pleasure and shock pulsing around him. As he jerked, the sharp rocks sliced his foot on the wall open. His arm against the wall was a bloody mess.
He kept moving.
“All those hearts,” he murmured, “all mine.”
A deep shudder took hold of him from within. Spasms erupted along his spine, from his core, rushing along his veins. The aftermath of his release left him floating, his soul free, soaring. The rush was incredible. He held onto his sanity just enough to not crush her beneath him. Water splashed into his face as he dipped his head to Aurelia’s shuddering neck.
“I ate them,” Fox repeated in a whisper, tasting copper on his tongue. 
Finally, Aurelia stilled underneath him. Her laugh was breathless, uncertain.
Grabbing her hands, Fox placed them on the slippery rocks in front of them, making sure she held on tight. His acute eyesight could see the blood from his arm splashed over the ledge of the rocks. He closed his eyes to the dark stain.
“I ate them all.”
Fox let go of her.
“One.” 
He kicked back off the rocks, his feet stinging. He laughed, a mad chuckle that reverberated into the surrounding cavern.
“By.” 
Aurelia was panting, half turned to him with wide eyes. The blue glow made them appear purple.
“One.” 
Fox sank beneath the surface.
Only then did he open his eyes, seeing Aurelia’s horrified gaze. She was staring down at him, the blue glow making her look as deceased as those that he held within his heart.
Drifting free, Fox opened his mouth to taste his blood. It was mixing with the waters, spreading like a winged shadow above him.

      [image: image-placeholder]Back in the present, Fox clenched his hands on the rocky edge. Gold glittered amongst his black eyes as he opened them slowly.
Below him, the vision of Aurelia in the castle of Aneirin appeared cloudy, doubled over with the memories of their intimacy in the caves. He pushed away the unease in his guts at the thought of her in that strange place, alone. After his little stunt with melting the rocks and letting his blood flow, had she really been safer here? In the dark and alone with him?
I’m cold.
Fox glanced back at the cave entrance, not sure if he’d spoken out loud. No one had followed him and Jessikah was locked in his chamber. He was alone. 
Lying down, Fox stretched out on his side, his cloak catching on the sharp rocks. He dipped his fingers below the surface; sparks of phosphoresce flaring around his cool fingers.
Fuck, I’m cold.
He was always cold. Using his magic, whether it was agitating the surface of the obsidian or the pool to see visions of those far away, always left him even colder. He flicked his fingers over the surface of the pool, blue sparks dancing along the ripples. A frown crossed his face. He realised the water of the silent cave was warmer than his chilled flesh. 
With that thought, Fox rolled over into the pool. 
The grace of his movement made little sound. Water pushed past his face and along his body. Blue sparks burst and died around the length of him, conforming to his clothes, his boots, his hair and his flesh.
From the underside of the surface, before the vision faded, Aurelia’s eyes were wide and staring in the dark. Brave and hoping to overthrow a dark kingdom from within.
Letting the water pull him down, Fox sank through glowing depths, warmth surrounding him. The only person who could warm him, Aurelia, was far away. She was on a journey to sever a curse, a woman almost alone, sneaking in to a human kingdom and break it open from within. 
Fox opened his mouth, smiling, daring the water to choke him. 
He remembered his own journey into the unknown. A quest for justice. A quest for revenge.
He hoped Aurelia’s journey would be just as satisfying.
But she wasn’t the only person who could warm him, was she?
Stop.
But deep memories of two bodies, entwined in passion, crossed his thoughts again. Strong, warm arms around him-
Stop!
Fox bit his lip, sinking further still, in search of warmth that was far away.
I’m so cold.
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Aurelia


Year 367
The Forest, South of Aneirin

If she squinted just right, the light filtering through the thick leaves above could be mistaken for the glow-worms of the caves.  
The pattern was the same, but the colour was wrong. In the forest, the light was yellow, green and warm. The worms of the caves pulsed with shades of shining blue. Aurelia was moved by the beauty of both. But there was still a strange claustrophobic feeling here, amongst all the trees. She should have been used to enclosed spaces. But at home, the enormous caverns and small tunnels were of rock. Here, the trees may not have had eyes, but they were alive. And she felt observed all the same.
Rolling over in her blankets, Aurelia stared across the rough camp. It was the morning of her third day travelling to Aneirin. She had been awake for a while, listening to the soft laughs of carefree men. Disturbed by a rumble deep below, she had woken to the earth humming in tune with the whirlpool. None of the others had woken up or been disturbed, so she assumed, like Wyll had said, it happened sometimes.
Not long after, the prince had awoken with a choke, stumbling from his blankets for the fire. Snorting from her blankets in the morning light, Aurelia looked around for him. 
Ants in his bedroll, indeed. 
Why bother covering up a bad dream? 
Finally spotting Rhydian, Aurelia bit her lip. The prince was off beyond the line of horses. His hair was soaking wet, and he was wringing out his damp shirt. As he stretched to pull his shirt over his head, Aurelia’s gaze wandered over his body. He was sun kissed where Fox was pale. Rhydian’s hair was a golden brown; warm compared to the cold shock of inky black hair that covered Fox’s black and gold eyes. 
Picturing them side-by-side, Fox was the cold light of the moon at midnight. Rhydian was the golden sun at high noon.
Unlike Fox’s smoothly chiselled features, Rhydian’s chin was grizzled after not shaving for a couple of days. Rhydian’s toned chest also sported a scatter of hair there, too. It was nice to see. Natural. The Elves of her homeland were mostly hairless; the men using what little magic they possessed to smooth their chins and bodies. As her gaze drifted across Rhydian’s form, Aurelia knew what she preferred.
Her eyes drifted lower. The scatter of hair on the prince’s chest trailed down his abdomen, disappearing into his pants.
Rhydian looked up. She kept her eyes where they were. He blushed and turned his back. Smirking, Aurelia rolled onto her back to examine the canopy once more. She wondered what Rhydian had dreamt about. 
Time to get up Aurelia; you are here on a mission. 
Not to daydream.
After finding her leather thong amongst her blankets, Aurelia tied up her thick hair, and then rose with a stretch. It was chilly this morning, with a light mist floating along the damp ground amongst the solemn trees. It seemed unreal to be here. With these people who seemed… normal.
Wake up Aurelia.
She rubbed her arms. It had only been three days. 
They are not as innocent as they seem. It’s not possible.
Touching the pendant under her shirt, Aurelia needed to check in with the Elder. She suspected somehow Fox was keeping a watch over her too. 
She closed her eyes, remembering his cool skin against her in the waters of the cave. 
But instead of black and gold eyes, blue eyes filled her mind.
Would the prince’s skin be as cool? Or warmer?
Her eyes snapped open.
She should throw herself into the icy river.
Across the camp, the prince’s horse whinnied. The horse tossed its head. It looked like it was gazing off into the trees where Rhydian had stepped. 
Aurelia glanced down.
Or perhaps it had sensed another faint tremble deep below, just like she had? Softer than last night, but still there all the same. Raising her gaze, she realised the black horse was gazing at her with its shining eyes. 
“What?” she called out. The glossy animal tossed its head, gazing back into the trees.
Reaching down, Aurelia shimmied her feet into her boots and laced them up. She made sure the bandage was visible around her ankle. She stood up, cracking her back. Davyn and Wyll were down by the river. Chase was on the other side of the fire. Aurelia murmured a greeting. It was his turn to blush, quickly staring down at the pot he was stirring. His mop of hair only partially covered his blushing cheeks.
Sniffing carefully, all she could smell was wood smoke so far. If only they had more meat to drop in to whatever stew it was. Jerky and grains again, most likely. Her bow had been useless. There had been no more animal tracks to catch any more game.
Luckily, they’d be at the castle by tonight. Despite all her anxiety and worries about the task ahead, she was excited. 
Aneirin would be her first experience of a big city built above the ground. Not surrounded by ice or snow and winds. Aneirin was a city cut off from the cold reality of the rest of the continent. Cut off by a curse enacted by a cruel king. A king that was going to come for the Elves one day, too. Thank the gods that Flare and the Elder had realised his desires, while there was still time to plan ahead and prevent it.
Not that Flare had said much about it. She looked around, but the tiny dragon had yet to appear.
A whinny interrupted her thoughts. Blackthorn tossed his head again, his ears back.
“Hush now,” Aurelia called, and walked over with her hand out.
The horse’s ears went back.
“It’s okay, beautiful,” she murmured. “Rhydian isn’t far. He’s in no danger here.”
The horse stared at her. Seeming to know it wasn’t entirely true. The animal was as suspicious of her now as it had been from day one.
“Smart animal,” she murmured. It was strange. The horse was the same deep black tourmaline shade as the arrow she might have used. As if sensing her thoughts, Blackthorn’s ears flicked right back. But after a moment, they flicked forward again, and the horse tossed its head.
“Smart?”
Rhydian had stepped up so quietly that Aurelia hadn’t heard him. His shirt was stuck to his damp skin. 
She forced a laugh as he reached around her to pat Blackthorn’s smooth cheek. The horse ignored her, turning to press its face to Rhydian’s hand. 
“Um, yes,” Aurelia said. “He knows you love him. I think he loves you back.”
Rhydian looked startled for a moment, then threw back his head and laughed.
“My groom would agree, much to my distress.” He turned back to his horse, blue eyes twinkling. “But it’s true. Hear that Blackthorn? I do love you.” As he kissed the horse’s nose, the prince’s eyes met her own.
Awareness bloomed between them. This time, he didn’t look away.
Aurelia stepped back. 
“How’s your ankle?” Rhydian asked, mercifully breaking off his stare. His voice was muffled; he had pressed his face into Blackthorn’s mane.
“Um. Getting better. Thank you.” Aurelia cursed herself. She sounded like a fool. 
“Good. Good. I’m happy to hear that.” Blackthorn nuzzled Rhydian’s shoulder. “But we can still get it looked at tonight, and put some herbs and a hot compress on it.” He pulled back from the horse’s black mane and turned to face her again.
Their eyes met once more. She had the sickening feeling that her cheeks were changing colour this time.
“Um,” Aurelia murmured. She bit her lip. “I’m going to take care of… things.”
He nodded, silent. She could feel his gaze on her as she hurried off into the trees.
Her heart was beating fast.
Aurelia! Don’t even think about it. 
You’re here for a dagger and a death. 
Not a complication.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later, as they rode through the filtered light, the unmarked path they’d been following between the trees changed into a road. It was unpaved and not very wide. But the horses moved easier, not having to pick their way over rocks and moss and shrubs. Overhead, the speckled light was brighter, too. There were damp potholes in some areas, but it was a road. They were getting close.
Aurelia reached up, touching the pendant beneath her loose shirt. When she’d stepped into the trees before breakfast and taken care of her morning routine, she had made contact. The Elder’s voice had been impatient and cold. 
Get there soon, was all the voice had said. 
Get there and get it done.
Of that, there was no question. But as Aurelia gazed at Rhydian’s back ahead of her, she had to wonder. He didn’t seem a monstrous king. Or the son of one.
A small bird flew past the riders, its bright pink breast a shock of colour against its black body. The prince mimicked its call as it passed.
Did monsters trill at the birds?
Rhydian, his hearing excellent, turned at her sigh. 
“Are you okay?” he called back. “Do you need to stop?” His eyes dropped to her ankle, then back to her face.
“I’m fine,” Aurelia replied, urging her horse forward to ride beside the prince. 
“Well, just let me know if you do.”
“I will. Thank you.”
They rode in silence for a while, listening to the chatter of birds high amongst the soaring trees. The air here tasted different too, wetter somehow. Ahead, Wyll was trying to convince Chase about the legendary drop bears of the crowded forest. Chase was clearly having none of it. 
Beside her, Rhydian reached into a saddlebag, pulling something out. He held the object up to the soft light filtering around them. He turned to smile at her, as a rare unbroken ray of sunlight washed over him. 
Aurelia’s heart gave a strange lunge. 
His hair looked more golden now that it had dried. It was actually a bit of a wild mess around him, curling over his ears, framing his high cheekbones and just skinning his shoulders.
Could monsters be sweet? 
Of course they could be, because that’s how they caught you off guard.
He paused with whatever he was going to say, caught by her scrutiny. Tossing her hair back, Aurelia indicated his hand with her chin. 
“What is that?”
His gaze lingered on her face for a moment longer, before dropping to his hand. His smile was shy.
“It’s a rock.”
She laughed, unable to help it. Rhydian glanced back up, catching her gaze again. After a moment, he laughed as well. 
Wyll looked back at them, rolled his eyes, and turned forward once again. His reddish brown tunic had had a wash this morning too but was nearly dry. He had a broad back and muscular arms. The back of his neck was sun kissed too. It seemed all of them spend a lot of time outdoors.
“I meant it’s a nice rock,” Rhydian explained. He passed it over for her to take.
Carefully avoiding his hand, Aurelia took it from him.
Holding it up, she could see it was a nice rock. In fact, it was a small garnet, about the size of a quail’s egg. It had about fourteen uneven sides. It was mostly smooth, the depths of it a flashing blood red. 
“This is amazing. It’s a garnet. A really nice one,” she said, looking at Rhydian over the stone. “Where did you find this? Not here, amongst the trees, surely?”
He shook his head. He motioned her hand away when she tried to pass the garnet back.
“Keep it. Please.” Rhydian glanced down as Blackthorn sloshed through a deep patch of mud in the road. “I found it in the creek, amongst some loose stones on the bank.” 
“Ah.” She shouldn’t. She held the stone up. It was a beautiful specimen.
“If you’re sure?” The prince nodded, his gaze straight ahead. “Thank you. It’s beautiful.” Flare, who had thankfully returned before they had broken camp out this morning, moved over in her cloak pocket to make room. She could feel the dragon examining the garnet in the dark. 
An idea struck her. She kept her tone neutral. “The river. Hmmm. That makes sense.” 
“Really?” Rhydian sounded interested.
“Yeah. I know a lot about minerals, gemstones and the like.” She kept her eyes straight ahead. “My parents are miners. In the caves, south of here.”
He said nothing. Aurelia risked a look at him. Rhydian was smiling, but his eyes were unfocused.
Oh gods, really? Just like that?
She tried again.
“Your parents, the king and queen, they are away you said?”
Rhydian’s smile faded. His eyes cleared. But not by much.
“Well. My father was planning on going away, yes. I’m sure he did. He was packed. I left before him. But what he says he will do, he does. Without fail.”
Strange words. Aurelia pushed on.
“And your mother, the queen?”
Rhydian’s gaze fogged again.
“My mother is no longer with us.” 
“I’m sorry, Rhydian. I didn’t know.” She was sorry, but it was amazing to see how her words had affected his thoughts, his expression. The curse, which had been a line on a map for so long, was actually dark magic in action. 
Beside her, Rhydian shrugged. “Don’t be sorry. It was a while ago.”
Aurelia cursed under her breath. She should have waited until they were all together and seen the men’s reactions, too.
Rhydian straightened, his smile back. “So tell me about your parents. What do they do?”
Aurelia had to concentrate on staring straight ahead. 
Can’t he hear? Or doesn’t he remember that we just spoke of them?
If he is so affected by the curse, unable to talk of things outside of their insulated kingdom, how can he be a part of it?
Did this mean he really didn’t have magic like the king? Aurelia needed to speak to the Elder. Her fingers itched to touch her crystal pendant. 
“They are miners in the south, Rhydian,” she spoke slowly. “My parents are miners in Lolihud.”
This time Rhydian’s gaze hardened.
“South? There’s nothing south,” he scoffed. “You’re mad.”
Unsure of what else to say, Aurelia cursed again. Now Wyll had dropped back to hear what they were talking about. 
“South? What are you talking about?” Wyll laughed. His gaze wasn’t as unfocused as Rhydian’s. But he clearly could not comprehend what she was talking about. “There’s nothing south,” Wyll continued. “Just trees. Endless bloody trees.”
Saying nothing, Aurelia turned to stare out at the trees. They were unlike the pines and the black rock of home. Home, at the caves that these two grown men claimed did not exist. 
Another thought struck her. Aurelia turned back to the men.
“You met me travelling north. I was coming from the south, wasn’t I?”
Rhydian laughed, unable to answer, his smile vague. Wyll shrugged.
“There’s nothing there.” Wyll’s eyes narrowed. “Wait. Are you playing with us?” 
Aurelia mutely shook her head. It was difficult to keep from frowning.
“Come on, Rhydian, ride up here with me.” Wyll manoeuvred his horse up past Davyn, past Chase. “If you stay back here, this lass is going to fill your head with nonsense. Laughing, Rhydian urged Blackthorn forward, pulling in front with Wyll. Aurelia watched them go, a chill sliding down her spine. 
It was chilling and sobering to see the curse in action. There wasn’t just a physical line that the Elves couldn’t cross to pass into Aneirin. It was a veil over its people, too. Did they really have no idea of the dark magic that was all around them?
“Flare?” she whispered, rubbing her calloused fingertips over her thumb. “You heard?”
There was a pause. 
“I did.” From inside her cloak, Flare sounded wary. 
“This is bad. Does that mean they don’t know? That they aren’t a part of this?”
Flare made no reply.
“These people… will the Elder One let them go in peace?” Aurelia waved her hand around, even though Flare couldn’t see. “When the curse is broken? They seem… innocent,” she breathed. Thinking of Flare’s relationship with the Elder, she added, “apart from the prince, of course. He simply can’t be.”
Flare remained silent. 
Shit.
This was unexpected and troubling.
She needed to speak to the Elder, who even now was finalising the preparations for the Elves to march. 
Marching to wipe out the king, and his people, too.
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Flare


Year 367
Aneirin

Flare’s tiny claws tightened on the ancient stone.  
Maintaining his small size was frustrating. It was hard to be back here, in this tiny form. His metallic wings rustled in agitation. 
He was perched on one of the ancient stone monoliths. The ring of stones was old, possibly from a time before dragons. He could feel their age; the stones had a consciousness that made his scales itch. There was a shimmer here too, a faint ripple in the air. Just like he remembered. 
Perhaps the stones were of the same family the dragons mined for their magic. He wasn’t sure. They smelt different. Like iron and ash. The stone he was perched on was the shortest one, about the height of the prince. There were a dozen of the lichen-covered pillars in the small meadow, alongside the farms that were chequered around the city.
Beyond the stones, the immense fortress stood out from the rocky cliffs at the far end of the rounded valley. It was built in terraces along the mountain, overlooking the stepped city and farms below. The castle, high above the city, reflected the bright light of the noonday sun, its many towers and levels sprawling along the tallest mountain. Not at the top, though. The mountain, one of the many that formed the deep green valley of Aneirin, soared beyond the castle. Its jagged peak was a fold of rocks and layered seams. The ring of stones where Flare was sitting was where the fields of wheat met the forest, separated by a wide river. He could hear the soft churn of the waters and the deep hum of the whirlpool as well.
Flare’s wings rustled, this time in frustration. It was taking longer than he thought. Accompanying Aurelia had been right, and after stumbling on the prince of all people, sticking close to him was the safest option.
Fox had refused to travel north, claiming that he had helped as much as he was able, training the Elves in warfare, setting up the crystal pendants from the shard of green mineral that the Elder had kept all these years. The Elder had been suspicious of Fox’s refusal to set foot here. But as much as Flare hated to agree with that unpleasant, black-haired man, it was better that a dragon was here instead. It was his turn to put into action plans that had taken years to grow into fruition.
The sun was high overhead now, the open sky a serene and tranquil taunt above him. His purple eyes blinked rapidly. In this small body, he was unable to soar up towards the clouds, to ride the thermals, and go where he pleased. But this form was the only safe way to accompany Aurelia in her task, slipping her across the line of the curse into Aneirin.
A curse line that kept most foreigners away. A curse that had cut the kingdom off from the rest of the continent. Keeping the citizens safe from chaos. That had been the original idea, anyway.
Flare wondered how close Aurelia and the men were now while he had slipped away to stretch his wings. After she had spoken to Rhydian and Wyll, her words had troubled him. Was she having doubts? Was she sure of her task, finding where the dagger had ended up? And how she needed to use it?
Any royal blood would do to break the curse. The king’s blood. Rhydian’s princely blood. Family blood of those that had enacted the curse would do.
He thought of the prince. The man that had invited them across the line of the curse. From winter into a summer land, cut off from the real seasons around them.
The tiny dragon stared down at the grass in the centre of the ring. It looked greener than the grass further out. He frowned, tilting his spiky head. It was the light. That was all. It had been too long ago that he’d first disturbed the ground there. Nothing of that hole would remain now.
The river and whirlpool hummed and churned nearby. The water there was gloomy, mysterious and potentially deadly. Just like the magic that ran through the royal family. 
Flare had to wonder, though. Rhydian was nothing like his father. Aurelia had seen that straight away. She was smart, if a little naïve. She had been told from her earliest days that she was special, that only she could get here by finding someone to invite her across the curse line. Find the king before he found them, taking and stealing away their magic. The Elder claimed to Flare that the king had taken the magic of the dragons. Which is why there were no more of his kin roaming around. 
His wings rustled again. Not all of that rang true.
The Elder, Flare pondered, had made up a lot of excuses to cover their shared past. Had the Elder lied to Flare about the dragons as well, before all of this chaos had unravelled across the land?
“Is that true?” Flare hummed his words into the breeze. “Was it the king? Is that where the other dragons went? The ones that escaped the destruction of the City of the Seers?” 
There was no one to answer his pressing questions. 
Even as the sun warmed Flare’s scales, his heart was chilled.
He was afraid to travel far to the north, back to the dragon’s homeland, to find the answers he needed. There was no telling what he might find. It was warmer than the caves, much more comfortable. But it was a desolate place. The only thing in its favour was that it was a place where dragons could hoard their crystals and minerals. Where dragons could go, leeching the magic from their stones in private.
He wondered if his hoard was still there. Which is why he hated to expend his magic. There wasn’t much left in his bones to spare.
Thinking of magic, Fox’s dark glare came back to mind. That man had too much magic to explain. How? Is that why Fox’s disdain towards Flare was endless? It was hard to breathe around that man sometimes. Being near him was enough for Flare’s scales to ripple against each other with guilt and fear. 
Likely, the man would laugh on realising that Fox didn’t need to glare at Flare for that reaction. 
The pale, dried-out form of the Elder was a reminder of the dragon’s guilt every day.
The curse had been Flare’s fault, after all.
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Cas


Year 367
Aneirin Farmlands

Naked and spent, Cas rolled onto his back in the otherwise empty bed.  
He grimaced at the cobweb-laden ceiling. 
The scent of cow shit drifting in from outside was nauseating. Or maybe that was the ever-present throb behind his temples, and the feel of the grit on the bed linens scratching against his flesh.
It amazed him that an empty place such as this could hold on to memories, both physical and temporal. The entire farm, deserted of people and animals, still smelled like shit. Cow, chicken, or pig? He didn’t know, nor did he care. Shit was shit, as far as he was concerned. 
Breathing shallow breaths, he sat up. Cas glanced down at his lap. His grimace turned into a frown. Long fingers traced over the still red flesh of his abdomen. He wasn’t sure if he preferred scales instead of Elven flesh, no matter how fast he was at healing. Either way, he hoped the farm had a source of water. Clean water. A wash was necessary to keep his guts where they were. 
The king had quite an appetite.
Still sitting on the rumpled bed, Cas glanced around. He’d heard the king get up and dress a short while ago. It was a shame they weren’t inside the castle already. But it had been the king’s will to come here. Cas had been met at the castle entrance by an old man with a halo of white hair. The man had shoved a folded piece of parchment into Cas’ impatient hands, before hurrying away.
The crisp parchment had contained directions. So Cas had ended up here, in an abandoned farm at the end of a dry dirt road. It was eerily quiet; apart from the occasional shiver of the waist high grasses that covered once worked fields. The farm was at the base of jagged mountains that leered above. The castle was a tiny shimmering speck; balanced precariously along the range, so far away it appeared to wink in and out of existence along the slopes. After waiting all day, breathing in the shit in the air, the king had turned up last night. 
Ready to trade.
Cas’ frown melted into a chilled smile, as someone paused outside the front entrance. The shit-tainted breeze drifting in from the opening door wiped it straight off his face. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The night before, Cas had watched the rider heading towards the farm at dusk. A cloud of dust was racing with him, following like a low cloud of sick energies.
Clenching his hand, Cas resisted the urge to turn around and burn the fucking farm to the ground. To run. Hide. The king was a man of appetites, smart and refined. He was also a man with dangerous magic.
Cas had to be smarter.
Blinking, he adjusted the glamour over his eyes and smoothed his pale hair. He straightened his cloak and hopped down off the wooden fence where he had been waiting with practiced stillness. Waiting for opportunities to come.
The king reined in his horse a few metres away. He was dressed in well-made clothes, in dark blue, trimmed with gold embroidery. The garments had a fine layer of dust from the ride. The man didn’t speak.
Neither did Cas. He folded his arms across his chest and leant back against the fence. He tried not to think about the splinters ruining his leather cloak.
The king’s blue eyes narrowed.
Cas smiled.
Eventually, the king dismounted without aid. He seemed annoyed at having to secure the beast to the fence himself.
“So.” Cas watched the man work out the best way to loop the reins. “Why here?”
Pausing, the king turned to face Cas. The man was frowning.
“Don’t you mean, why here, sire?”
Cas laughed. “Absolutely not.” 
“Some would say it’s dangerous to toy with me.”
The sheer arrogance of that statement wiped the smile off Cas’ face.
“Tsk-tsk.” Cas uncrossed his arms and sneered. The king held his ground. “You’re the least of my toys.” Cas paused, his stomach flipping over at the king’s dark expression. “Sire.”
Cas’ improvised bravado startled the king. His dark expression cleared, turning into something else. Cas’ stomach turned over again. 
Careful.
A large owl sped by overhead, the only noise apart from the king’s horse adjusting its hooves. The bird passed by, hooting with a dull keen. Both men ignored it. It disappeared into the darkening sky. 
The king took off his gloves with casual movements and dropped to the ground. 
“You’re beautiful,” the king said, his expression thoughtful. “But what are you?” 
Feeling tension build in the air between them, Cas stepped forward, his eyes narrowed.
“I’m a who. Not a what. I told you, someone who can help.” Cas took another step. “I can help find the queen.”
The king stepped forward as well. His boots made a soft crunch as they crushed the dead grass in this part of the farmyard. 
“How do you know she’s alive?”
Cas raised a blonde eyebrow. “I know more than you think. But we have a bargain, do we not?”
His gut clenching, Cas turned his back to the king. With as much of a casual air as he could summon, he sauntered over to the dilapidated farmhouse across the yard. He kept his hands above the long grass, hating the feel of its waxy and furry textures.
Pausing at the door, Cas looked back over his shoulder. He raised an eyebrow, careful to keep his face expressionless.
The king smiled and then followed Cas inside.
“You may call me Aran.” The king shut the door behind him and eyed the room. The bed. Cas shrugged. Names weren’t important. The king huffed a soft laugh. “Remind me of what you need in return.”
Cas flicked a hand at the cold grate of the fireplace. He’d stacked a pile of rotting wood there when he had arrived to inspect the place that day. The wood ignited. 
He turned back to face the king. “I’m running low.”
The king’s expression didn’t change, but his eyes looked darker. “Magic is outlawed in my kingdom.”
With a brief burst of concentration, Cas used a coil of magic to flick an ember out of the fire at the king.
It froze in midair, spluttering. And crumbled to ash. The king lowered his hand.
“Well. This is awkward,” the king murmured. His eyes darkened further.
Smirking, Cas tilted his head. “Why is it outlawed?”
“Because I said so.”
“Arrogant, hypocritical. Ah yes, you must be a king.”
The silver in the king’s hair, by the light of the fire, glinted like stars as he tossed back his head and laughed. The king was a handsome man, Cas admitted with a purely aesthetic observation. 
“Arrogant? I am when I need to be.” The king straightened and eyed Cas again. “I’m king after all. I can be whatever I want.”
“And what kind of king do you want to be?”
A look of anger flashed across the man’s face, and he ignored the question.
“Am I not a good king? Protecting my people from harm?” He stepped closer. The fire flared beside them.
Cas raised an eyebrow and concentrated on keeping his breaths even. Calm.
“I’m not your subject,” Cas murmured, lowering his voice. He needed to bite back his words, but they spilled out in much the same way as his powers did when his guard was down. “And how can you be honourable? Protecting them from the very magic that put them in this isolated bubble?”
Feeling wild, and a little mad, Cas laughed at the expression on the king’s face. It wasn’t anger this time; it was embarrassment on the man’s face, which was even more dangerous. Cas licked his lips. 
The king stepped closer and scanned Cas from head to toe. “What are you?”
Cas shrugged. The king took another step, so he was standing in the middle of the dusty room. While the chimney cleared most of the smoke, the smell of ash lingered. The king spread his hands.
“What are you, Cas?” he repeated. “And why should I trust you?”
This was enough.
Cas took his own step forward. He let his lips relax into the most shit-eating smile he could manage. He let the fire flare up again. 
“I’ll keep your secret.”
The king smiled in return, his eyes on Cas’ mouth. 
“Which one?” the king asked and then moved. 
Cas wasn’t quite prepared when the king grabbed Cas’ face with both hands, forcing their lips together. The king’s mouth was open and hungry, the kiss fierce. 
With his eyes closed in complete disinterest, Cas evaluated the situation. It was startling at how forward the king was. But this wasn’t quite the way this was supposed to go. Cas counted to three. He pulled away and then backhanded the king across the face.
“No,” Cas spat, his lips curling into a sneer. “Even a king has to earn that.”
The king froze, shocked. A trail of blood was leaking from his nose. 
For a moment Cas thought the king might retaliate, as the man’s hands had clenched. But eventually, the king drew a shaky breath. “Is that all?”
Cas narrowed his eyes, unsure what the man had meant.
The king took another breath. “Is that all you have for me? Your king?”
For fuck’s sake, enough with this ‘I’m the king’ shit.
Cas backhanded the king with his other hand, stepping in close.
“You’re not my king.” Random thoughts crossed his mind. Thoughts like get your shit together, Cas. Or I’m taller than the king. 
“I told you,” Cas forced himself to smile. “I’m not your subject.”
The king was breathing faster now. He didn’t bother to wipe the blood off his face. “And I asked you earlier,” the king murmured, “what are you?”
Cas dropped his hands to his belt. “Let me show you.” 
Sliding the tail end of his belt through the buckle, Cas forced himself to smirk. 
“On your knees, sire,” 
The king obeyed.
The fire dimmed further. 
Cas forced himself to stare down his nose at the man on his knees before him.
The fire went out. 
“Now,” Cas’ demand was a whisper in the silence of the derelict room. “Unlace my boots.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Cas swallowed back the gag reflex working up from his guts, and at the fresh wave of manure wafting in from outside. The figure in the door paused, looking Cas over with a cold appraisal. Cas resisted the urge to pull his knees up to his chest.
The king was already washed and dressed. His silvery brown hair was damp, still curling at the ends. Cas’ gaze travelled over the king’s dressed form just as slowly as the man was travelling his gaze over him. 
Their eyes met. Neither looked away.
Eventually, the king held up a bucket. Water was dripping from the wood into the red stains on the plank floors below.
His face a careful mask, hiding the rising gorge in his throat, Cas swung his feet over the edge of the bed. He hoped his face didn’t betray his disgust at the contact his bare soles made with the stained floor. Head high, walking naked towards the king, Cas pointed to the floor.
The king’s lips thinned. His eyes narrowed. But he obliged. He set the bucket down and straightened. Waiting.
“That’s not all that I expect from you,” Cas murmured. The king’s eyes narrowed. They were such a pale blue, it reminded Cas of clouded skies over open seas.
“Forgetting something, King Aran?”
The king laughed. “Am I?”
What the fuck? 
Cas frowned. “Your end of the deal?”
“Not here,” the king murmured. It looked like the man was trying not to laugh. Cas’ eyes narrowed.
“We can come here to share…” Cas waved a hand at the bed. “But not to share magic?”
“Hm.” The king smirked. “You may come to the castle for that.”
Cas stepped in close, close enough that he could look down his nose at the king, who refused to step away. A faint flush was creeping up his neck. Without giving the king time to react, Cas abruptly grabbed the front of the man’s tunic with both hands, just under his neck. He dragged the king closer until their chests pressed together.
The sharp intake of breath from the king was perfect. Just perfect. Cas let a sneer wash over his face, as he looked down at the king’s lips and then back to hold the man’s pale blue gaze.
“Then I'll see you soon to collect.”
“I have other business to attend to first. I will be away for a few days,” the king hissed. There was a fading bruise under one eye. 
Cas was impressed. The king’s magic was strong if that injury was fading already. His own knuckles were still smarting. Ignoring the sting, Cas tightened his grip on the king. He lowered his voice.
“Get it done. And then I’ll see you soon, inside your castle for your end of our deal.”
“Fine. Yes.”
“And you will look for what I require.”
“Yes.” The king nodded, his blue eyes narrow. 
Cas tightened his grip further, not quite choking him. Something else, not quite amusement, seemed to flash through the king’s expression. That seemed unlikely. Just in case, Cas narrowed his eyes, letting the glamour fade from them. 
The king’s eyes widened further, but he didn’t look away like most did. His lips formed a word that Cas didn’t catch. Cas drew on some of his precious remaining power and lifted the king slightly, letting just the toes of the man’s boots remain on the ruined floor.
“I didn’t quite catch that.” Cas tilted his head, waiting.
“Yes,” the king’s tone was clipped. “I said yes.”
“Good.” 
Stepping back, Cas released his grip. The king’s boots met the floor with a thump. Cas rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. 
“Now go.”
The king’s face flushed. Cas had to bite back another laugh. The king looked Cas up and down one more time, before he spun around and left.
Cas watched the king unloop his horse’s reins from the wooden fence outside and mount up. He kicked his boots into the animal’s flanks, setting off down the dusty road at a quick trot. On either side of the road, the long grasses and grains in the abandoned fields undulated in the breeze like a restless sea. It was a lonely place. All the farms in this northern tip of the Aneirin basin were empty, the people gone.
Blinking at the midday sun, Cas bit his lip. He waited until the king had disappeared over a low rise before stepping back inside. 
Shutting the door against the thickening smell of shit behind him, Cas examined the dusty room. The old barns outside were heating up as the sun rose. He blinked, swallowing the salvia that was thickening in his mouth. 
The room was practically bare. Yellow slats of sunlight were the only source of illumination, filtering through cracks in the thick wooden planks. The stripes of light hurt his head. They painted the two items of furniture in the room with warm patterns. 
There was a newly broken wooden chair, now balanced precariously on three legs, shoved against the wall. There was a messed up old wooden bed against the opposite wall. 
Fresh bloodstains spotted the time worn planks beneath his bare feet.
Cas rubbed his chest, feeling more ill at ease than he could remember. His head was pounding.
“Fuck.”
His stomach heaved, and Cas fell to his knees in the dust, retching. He knocked over the bucket of water. The liquid spread with a quick rush, a layer of dust being pushed along before its shallow crest.
The water and the dust mingled with the still drying blood.
His retching turned into choking. 
Then he vomited. 
All over the spots of blood, over his knees, arms and hands. 
The sight of the mess, the smell, had his stomach heaving once more.
“Fuck.”
Head pounding, Cas vomited again.
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Rhydian


Year 367
The Forest, South of Aneirin

“Look at that! That tiny bird!” yelled Chase from the front.  
“What? Where?” asked Davyn, twisting around in the saddle. 
The young boy was pointing to towards a great oak. The trees beyond it were less tightly packed. 
“There!”
Rhydian stared and laughed. “It sure is tiny, mate.” The bird was a tiny green and black bird, with white spots along its wings. 
It was so small, Rhydian was surprised the boy had seen it. Davyn laughed. “How’d you spot that, Chase? It’s about as big as the wads of wool I lose in my belly button.”
“By the gods Davyn!” Wyll crowed. “I bet that’s not all you’ve lost down there!” Wyll mimed patting his groin.
Raucous laughter was quickly stifled as Rhydian glanced back to Aurelia.
She was smiling too, though, her dark hair framing her twinkling green eyes.
“Don’t worry Rhydian,” she assured him, loud enough for the men ahead to hear. “I hear some say he’s still looking for his cock to this day.”
There was a startled pause before all the men laughed and cheered. Rhydian was pretty sure Davyn laughed so hard he farted, but Aurelia hadn’t seemed to notice. She was still smiling, watching them laugh with one another, but she also looked confused at their easy camaraderie. They had been eager for their hunt, now they were eager for soft beds.
They were coming to the edge of the forest; the dawn sun had dipped below the mountains beyond the fields. There was still plenty of light to ride by. They’d be back at the castle by nightfall. It gave Rhydian a thrill to be taking Aurelia back to his home.
Rhydian dropped back down to her, where she rode at the back of the line. He had to fight Blackthorn to do it. Clearly, his mount wanted to be up the front.
“Feisty beast, isn’t he?” murmured Aurelia, amused at the black horse.
“You can count on it,” Rhydian grunted as he reigned in Blackthorn’s tossing head. “Just like your scaly pet. How is he today?”
Aurelia laughed and touched the pocket where the lizard usually spent his time. She frowned and peered inside. She looked up quickly.
“Oh, he’s sleeping,” she murmured. She didn’t meet his gaze.
He hoped she hadn’t lost it. As much as it seemed like an unlikely pet.
“No matter,” he said instead. She nodded, her expression clearing. She went to speak, then paused.
Rhydian looked ahead. Ah. The end of the crowded forest took people that way, as if they’d spent a lot of time beneath the trees.
The dirt road widened as they exited from out under the trees. It was sudden as the trees ended and met the edge of the closest meadow. Above them, finally, was the open sky. Aurelia tilted her head back and took a deep breath. Her green eyes were wide as she took in the vast expanse of gold washed blue, a breathtaking celestial masterpiece. The forest with its greens and shadows was an enchanting place, full of mystery. But the open sky seemed to cover them all with infinite glowing possibilities.
Ahead of them was another river, wide and deep. It was choppy, with a wooden bridge across its narrowest point. It linked the edge of the forest to the fields and meadows beyond. Fields of wheat stretched for kilometres, and fruit orchards and grape vines beyond that. At the far end of the half moon basin, to their left, was the fortress.
The pinkish stone looked red in the light of dusk. Like a sprawling serpent, the tall stone wall encircled its perimeter, weaving around the terraces and town below. The sun was setting behind the mountain ridge, the scene breathtaking as immense shadows poured across the farms of his people.
Rhydian was pleased at the awe on Aurelia’s face. 
He grinned. She turned to him, eyes still wide, and shook her head.
“Its not bad, is it?”
Aurelia shook her head once again. 
Reaching the bridge, their horse’s hooves sounded strange on the wooden boards after being muted by moss and dirt for days. She only glanced away from the view ahead to observe the turbulent water downstream. The noise was loud, a deep hum. The sound was so deep it could be felt in the body.
“Ah. The whirlpool,” Rhydian murmured. “Chase’s portal to the underworld.”
Aurelia shivered, finally finding her voice. “That’s a place I don’t need to see again,” she murmured. She drew her cloak tighter around her. She didn’t look at the water again as they crossed back to the dirt road on the far side of the bridge.
Chase was ahead; his horse was amongst the fields of wheat. Davyn yelled at the boy to get his horse back on the road. Wyll wasn’t far behind Davyn, but he was laughing at Chase’s dash through the stalks of ripening grain. 
“What’s that place?” 
Rhydian turned to follow Aurelia’s gaze.
“It’s a stone circle.”
“They look old.”
“They are. No one knows how old. You hear about them in fairy stories, dragons and magic and the like, but I don’t know anything about them. Not for real.”
One of Aurelia’s hands drifted to her pocket. 
“Dragons and fairy stories,” she murmured. “Sure.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The sun had completely gone by the time they made it to the city. As they passed through the lowest gate, a guard touched his helm as Rhydian rode past. The prince smiled warmly at the man, nodding.
As they passed under the grand arch, through the open iron-studded doors, Aurelia cursed beside him.
“What is it?” he asked, concerned.
“Its just…” she was twisting in the saddle, starting up streets and alleys. There were neat rows of houses and stables and factories and inns, and people shutting up shops for the night. 
“Its so big.” Aurelia tilted her face to the sky, and the fortress perched above them. “Its just so damn big,” she murmured.
Along the streets, torches were lit in windows and at the main crossroads. The men still had enough light to ride by, though. Townsfolk stared out of their windows and doors. Most waved or bowed their heads. Some women curtseyed. Aurelia turned to face him, her eyes sparkling.
“Should I do that?”
He smiled at her beautiful face and raised his eyebrows, confused.
“Should I curtsey?” she said, looking down at her legs in their wide leg riding pants. She looked up, her smile devilish. “Or bow?”
Rhydian was startled. He coughed. 
“No. Not you.”
Aurelia held his gaze for a beat, her green eyes intense. His heart flipped in his chest.
He was only able to breathe once she looked back at the road ahead. 
The climb was steep now, but the road was paved evenly and the switchbacks were easy for their horses to manage. Each new terrace had larger rows of houses along them, following the slope of the road on either side. The houses here had more levels, and were painted in fresh lime wash. But there were fewer people around.
Davyn had stopped his horse not far ahead; the fortress walls only another switchback ride above them. It was dark now, and the stars were coming out. He had been talking to a guard. The guard turned to Rhydian, bowing. When he straightened up, he returned to his post.
“The king is away, like you said Rhydian,” Davyn murmured. “You don’t have to explain to him that you came back without meat. Although our esteemed lady here caught a doe.” He smiled. “Which we ate instead of returning with it.”
Rhydian shifted in his saddle. “I told you so. Ride on.”
Davyn laughed, urging his horse to catch up with Wyll. Wyll’s dark head of hair could just be seen turning the bend at the last stretch of road to the gates. Chase was now riding alongside Aurelia. Rhydian was fond of the boy, but he wondered if he’d need to speak to him about not blushing all the time when Aurelia addressed him. Not that he could see any blushing in the torchlight now.
“Rhydian?” 
He looked up. Aurelia was facing him again, her deep, clear eyes upon his face. Rhydian blushed, giving Chase a pass in his mind. 
Thank the gods the sun is down.
“Yes?” he asked.
“The torches? What do they burn with?”
“Pitch!” piped in Chase before Rhydian could reply. Aurelia raised her eyebrows. She mouthed the word, trying it out.
“Why?” Rhydian asked.
“Its such a bright light,” Aurelia explained. “I’m used to baskets of fungus that glows-”
“A fungus that glows? That’s so awesome!” interrupted Chase.
Aurelia laughed. “Yep. Can you tell me about the castle too? How old it is? How deep does it goe?”
“Deep?” Rhydian repeated. “What do you mean?”
“How deep does it go? Are there dungeons?”
“Dungeons?” Rhydian shook his head. “I doubt it.”
Chase nodded solemnly. “You’re right… there must be deep caves down there… dungeons full of torture devices and-”
“Hey, hey,” interrupted Rhydian, laughing. “There are no dungeons down there. Definitely no torture devices!”
Chase laughed and continued to describe the sorts of things one would find down there. Aurelia looked unconvinced. As they passed more guards at the gate into the castle courtyard beyond, she dipped her head at them. The guards looked after her with clear interest, dropping their gazes only when Rhydian rode past them. 
He couldn’t help the glare he gave them, his face smoothing only as he passed through the grand arch of the gate to ride into the courtyard
The main level of Aneirin castle surrounded them on three sides. The gate leading back to the city was behind. A deep well was off to the left, an eyesore, according to his father. There were freshwater springs scattered throughout the city, but the castle only had one spring of its own, so the well was deemed necessary.
Aurelia was silent as Rhydian helped her dismount, unable to prevent his cheeks from heating as she allowed him to support her weight off her sore ankle. But her gaze quickly slid from his, her wide green eyes taking in the towering castle around them. He had to admit it; the giant scale of the place was impressive. Aurelia remained silent when they crossed the courtyard, eyes roaming above as the young grooms led their horses away. 
Merion came out to greet them warmly. The groom bowed his bushy head to Aurelia. Her return smile was hesitant and Rhydian was thankful Merion said nothing about an unsuccessful hunt. But Merion didn’t need to. The groom’s twinkling dark eyes said it all. Shouting their greetings to the groom, Davyn and Wyll picked up Chase between them, scooping him up under his shoulders, and headed off to the barracks. The young boy was laughing as they dragged him along. Before they disappeared, Davyn called over his shoulder, assuring Aurelia she didn’t have far to go if she needed them. As their voices faded, they could be heard teasing Chase about being thrown into the horse trough for a proper bath.
Lord Cyrus, the white-haired and aging Head Chamberlain, greeted Rhydian and Aurelia warmly, stepping out of the castle’s great main doors. He smoothed the front of his pale robes, beaming all the while.
“I shall prepare a suite straight away, my prince,” the man advised, as Rhydian helped Aurelia up the stairs.
“In my tower,” Rhydian clarified. 
Lord Cyrus’s white eyebrows shot up. Thankfully, he made no comment as he stepped back inside.
“We’ll follow more slowly,” Rhydian murmured. “For your ankle, and to give them time to prepare your rooms.”
Aurelia nodded and squeezed his arm. “The library?” 
“So soon?” he laughed. He led her through the main doors, which were large enough for five men stacked on top of each other to pass under, and twice that again for their width.
Aurelia’s breath caught as they stepped into the throne hall beyond.
“By the gods,” she breathed.
Rhydian looked around. “It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?”
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Aurelia


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

“Holy hells.” 
Aurelia sank against the inside of her closed chamber door. Her rooms were only a level below the prince’s chambers. But no one had smirked or murmured about the potential impropriety. There was hardly anyone here. They’d only come across two servants on their way up. It was unbelievable for a castle of this immense size.
“Holy hells,” Aurelia murmured again. 
The throne room, the great hall of Aneirin Castle, had been big. So big that even Flare, in his true size, could fit. The magnificence of it all had left her feeling tiny. Even its faded glory didn’t diminish the awareness of all that she had yet to achieve, sank into her bones with a dull ache.
The vast room was only the gods knew how tall, how wide, and how long. It was built of the same pale stone as the city walls and castle around. Fluted columns supported the vaulted ceiling, and about four or five levels of arched walkways encircled the space around. There were torches dotted here and there, but not many. Meaning the shadows of the night had given the impression of almost endless space.
The giant space had contained two thrones at the far end. They were barely perceptible in the dark. The stone floor was made of impressively large slabs of dark grey slate. Everything was spotless and edges were sharp, but an air of absence, of something lost, filled the cavernous hall.
The main public caves back at Lolihud were impressive, possibly matching it for size. But they were natural spaces, or carved out of rock, not built from the ground up. The scale was immense. The effort would have been epic. Surely the dragons of long ago had helped? She’d have to ask Flare. 
Speaking of, he still hadn’t returned. 
“Flare,” she hissed. “Where the hells are you?”
If Aurelia was being honest, she wasn’t worried; she just didn’t want to contact the Elder without him.
A young manservant had taken away a leather bucket of wash water. Apparently, there weren’t enough servants to organise a complete bath. It didn’t matter, though. A hot bucket of water was just as welcome as bathing in the icy rivers of the forest. Her travel-soiled clothes had collected as well. 
Rhydian was freshening up, too. He'd looked solemnly at her chamber before continuing up the tower stairs.
Taking a breath, Aurelia made her way across the warm room. She crossed to the window and opened the lead-lined glass panes. On her way up the tower, she had noted the glass all over the giant castle. The craftsmanship was incredible.
Not able to put it off any longer, she pulled the pendant out of her shirt. Concentrating, Aurelia closed her eyes and deepened her breathing. The bitter tang of pitch torches and the smoke from her fireplace filled her lungs. Beyond that first breath was richness. The open window let in the scent of the farmlands and the freshness of the clear night sky. Not mineral tainted like home, or damp and earthy like the air in the depths of the forest.
The pendant warmed in her hand.
“Report.”
The Elder’s voice, even in Aurelia’s mind, was abrupt. 
For a moment, Aurelia wondered if the Elder could read her secret heart, her growing fascination with the prince. 
Don’t be stupid! 
Aurelia cleared her mind once more.
“Elder one,” Aurelia murmured respectfully, speaking aloud. She kept her voice low.
“Report,” snapped the voice again.
“Right. We are,” Aurelia began. Where the hell was Flare? Aurelia cleared her throat. “We are in the castle. The king is away. The prince has allowed me access to start in the library tomorrow. I will, of course, widen my search-”
“Where is the king?” The Elder’s voice pinched Aurelia’s mind. Aurelia winced.
“Rhydian… the prince doesn’t know, but he-”
“The prince? He’s a beast like his father,” the voice snapped. “The king was your target.” There was a brief pause. “Although the prince will do. Either way, get searching now. You will complete this task. We are marching out tomorrow.”
The soldiers were marching? Aurelia knew it would take weeks for the Elven force to arrive, passing down the mountains, following her path through the forest. She just assumed she had more time. Finding a dagger inside this place would be like searching for a smoky diamond among the black basalt caves back home.
“Yes, Elder one.” It was the only answer she could give.
The pendant warmed, becoming almost too uncomfortable to hold.
“The king is preparing for war against us magic users. The prince will be too.” Aurelia’s mind balked as the sharp voice pricked at her with an unpleasant sensation. “Do not be deceived.”
“Yes, Elder one-”
The pendant went cold.
Aurelia opened her eyes, her gaze searching for familiar stars outside. She could see none. Shaking her head, she glanced down. The green stone in her hand hung from its chain, seeming to mock her.
“What the hells was that about?” she murmured. Yes, the Elder one was to be respected, their age and wisdom revered. 
But they’d never been… rude.
“Fine,” Aurelia whispered. She blew out a breath. “Fine.”
A small winged shape landed on the windowsill. 
Even knowing whom it was, she screamed. Aurelia couldn’t help it. She quickly shoved her hands across her mouth. What if the prince heard and came running? 
A snort came from the shadows before her.
“Flare! What the hells?” 
The dragon ignored her, stretching his tiny wings. 
She barely resisted the urge to flick him off the windowsill. He’d be furious. It would serve him right for scaring her, though.
“Where have you been?” she hissed. “I didn’t know you’d left. You just scared the absolute crap out of me.”
Flare turned to stare at her, taking in her pale face. His bemused expression turned thoughtful. His reptilian eyes narrowed. 
“What’s happened?”
Aurelia stepped away from the window and crossed her arms. She stared around at her tastefully appointed chamber.
“Apart from the fact that I’m sure Rhydian thinks I’ve lost you? My beloved pet, like some fat cat?” Aurelia snapped. “I’ve just been hissed at by the Elder because I’m not working fast enough!”
Flare tilted his head, peering into the chamber. He glanced back at her and held out a tiny claw. His spiky tail flicked back and forth.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I should have come back sooner. But I wanted to see… anyway. I’m sorry,” he repeated. “Are you alright?”
Ignoring his foot, Aurelia reached out and rested her hand on the sill instead. Flare hopped over and crawled up her sleeve. He climbed to her shoulder.
This wasn’t at all like she’d thought it would be. They hadn’t yet seen the king, their first target. Aurelia also needed to search with Flare, whilst avoiding the prince.
At least there weren’t many servants about. There was hardly anyone.
“I’m sorry,” Flare murmured again as Aurelia walked them to the fireplace. He hopped off her shoulder, onto the fire-warmed mantle. Sighing in pleasure, he settled his wings against his sides. 
Purple eyes blinked at her.
“Where is the prince?”
“In his rooms, I’m sure. Although he murmured something.” Aurelia turned away, so Flare couldn’t see her face. “Something about my ankle.”
“The prince enjoys looking after you.” Flare’s voice was cautious.
“Yes.”
“The prince,” Flare paused. He sounded unsure. “He’s not what you expected, is he?”
Aurelia sat down in the chair by the fire, her head hanging low. 
“Not at all,” she replied. 
Rhydian’s blue on blue eyes, full of quiet joy, appeared in her mind.
“Not at all.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]A soft knock sounded at her door. 
Startled, Aurelia sat up. The knock came again. She looked at Flare. She wasn’t the only one who’d closed her eyes and fallen asleep. It had been a long, and somewhat tense, journey to get here. She had made it across the line of the curse and while there was more to do; the relief was welcome.
Flare yawned, and his tiny forked tongue raked along his spiky teeth. 
“The prince,” he muttered, blinking sleepily. He settled back down and closed his eyes.
“Come in,” Aurelia called.
Rhydian’s voice was muffled. He said something that sounded like I can’t.
Aurelia frowned. Flare’s eyes were still closed. She sighed and got up, remembering to limp towards the door. She passed the bed on her left, with its pile of dark green pillows and throws, towards the wooden arched door. It was plain but beautifully made. Like everything she had seen so far.
Her bow and quiver of colourfully-fletched arrows sat next to the door. She wondered what happened to her first arrow, fired at the doe.
Opening the door, she was greeted by Rhydian, holding a linen towel by his teeth and holding a large steaming pot of water in his hands. His cheeks were flushed. The water was so hot he had more towels wrapped around its handles. The steam smelt like herbs and, despite her fake injury, Aurelia’s feet ached with longing just looking at it.
Aurelia stepped aside to let him in. 
“Why didn’t you toss the towel around your neck?” 
Rhydian didn’t pause as he carried the great pot towards her chair by the fire. He dropped the towel from his teeth to the chair. 
“Because I’m an idiot,” he said, and grinned.
Laughing, Aurelia shut the door. She limped back past the bed, to the chair. Rhydian straightened, holding out his hand to help her sit down. He smelt like soap and herbs now, not sweat and horse. She tried not to be too obvious as she sniffed while he settled her into the chair. He knelt down in front of her, his blue eyes almost amber in the glow from the fire. 
“May I?”
Rhydian motioned at the soft cotton pants she wore. They were part of the plain but well-made clothes found in the chest by the door. She nodded. He dipped his hands in the water and rubbed them together, warming them.
Reaching out carefully, he rolled up the hem of her pants. Aurelia was grateful she’d used pumice on her feet after her wash. It had been a luxury item to bring it from the caves, as light as the porous stone was. But if her horse had faltered, she’d be walking a long way. 
She tossed her hair over her shoulder. 
Keep telling yourself that, Aurelia. 
Not in case you were alone with the prince and wanted to impress him with your soft feet.
Aurelia sighed as Rhydian lifted first one foot, then the other, into the heat of the pot. As the water closed over her ankles, she couldn’t help the sigh of pleasure that escaped. Or perhaps it was the way Rhydian’s hands had lingered under the water, squeezing her heels.
“My gods,” she breathed, eyes closed. “That’s good.”
The prince said nothing. She cracked her lids open a fraction. He was staring at her face, eyes on her mouth. Something inside of her warmed under the desire that was so clear in his gaze.
No. That was the hot water warming her.
Keep telling yourself that.
She cleared her throat and shut her eyes once more.
“So. Will you show me the library?”
His voice was soft as he settled her feet in the heat. “Right now?”
Aurelia smiled. “No.” She sighed again. “Not right now.”
It sounded like he had sat back on his heels. Aurelia cracked open her eyes again. He was actually lying down on his back, across the dark fur rug in front of the fire. His soft, clean shirt had risen over his stomach, giving her a glimpse of the dark hair that trailed lower. 
Aurelia snapped her eyes back shut.  
Rhydian’s voice came again, followed by a yawn. “I told you I would, so of course. I’d be happiest if I could help you. Or if you could share what you find.”
Her smile faded. What she had to find. She opened her eyes and sat up. Stay focused, Aurelia. She avoided looking down at his magnificent form on the rug, the warm glow washing over him. Was he doing it on purpose? Her eyes narrowed. She shifted her feet in the soothing water.
“Of course.” She licked her lips. “As soon as I… find what I need, I’ll be leaving.”
His grin faded at her sharp tone. Above him, Flare stuck his head over the mantle, staring down. Rhydian stared back. The prince made no comment, obviously not wanting to risk the lizard launching itself at him again. Aurelia shifted her feet in the water. 
She cleared her throat, straining to think clearly past the blissful feeling of the soothing water. “Do you have a librarian?”
“We do.”
“Perhaps they can help.”
“She can,” Rhydian said, and then paused. He blinked rapidly. “While fetching your foot bath, I already went looking for her. But she wasn’t around.”
“Oh. Thank you.” Aurelia risked a look at him as he stretched his arms out wide, folding them under his head. “Its strange how big this place is, but how few servants there are running around.”
“That’s true, isn’t it? I’m not sure where everyone is.” Rhydian waved one of his bare feet around. “Perhaps it’s a holy day. I’m not sure.”
“Well, thank you again,” Aurelia murmured. 
With another yawn, Rhydian rolled onto his side and propped his head on his hand. His other hand poked the edge of the pot that her feet were soaking in. She tried not to squirm as he watched the steam rise from the water.
“Thank you for what?” he asked, his voice low.
“For bringing me the hot water yourself, humble prince.”
“Oh. That’s okay.” His beautiful eyes sparkled as he grinned again. “I can’t take all the credit.”
“What do you mean?”
He laughed. “Someone in the kitchens organised it all. I just carried it up.”
She flicked water at him with a foot. He laughed as he ducked away, but the silence soon stretched between them again. But it wasn’t strained. It was just… nice. Aurelia was more confused than ever. He felt comfortable enough to hold space with her.
He is the son of a monster; she had to remind herself. 
With a sigh, Rhydian rolled over onto his stomach and rested a hand under his face. She absolutely refused to look down at his backside in his thin cotton pants.
If he was doing it on purpose, well, then he was a bastard.
“I spent many a long day in her care,” he murmured into the rug. 
“Who?”
“The librarian. As she poured over scrolls and books with a frown. She’s the one who told me stories of dragons and fairies. All sorts of nonsense.”
“That sounds nice.” Aurelia’s own childhood had been wonderful, filled with crystals and training. There had been many lessons from Flare concerning her successful journey through the forest, too, not just about what came after.
“I’d like you to meet her, but I can’t find her. Even Lord Cyrus couldn’t find her.”
“Lord Cyrus? The head of the household.”
“Yes.”
Aurelia risked a look down. His backside was caressed by the firelight. She hurriedly looked away and met Flare’s tiny purple gaze. The dragon’s purple eyes were narrowed in what looked like disgust. She rolled her eyes and sat back.
“He seems dear to you,” Aurelia murmured, adjusting her feet.
“He is,” came Rhydian’s muffled reply. “He’s served here since the queen…” Rhydian’s voice died away. “Anyway. I’ll let you rest. You need it.”
Pushing himself up, Rhydian rose to his knees, groaning. She laughed at his sore expression. 
“I need it,” he groaned again as he rose to stand before her.
Turning to Flare on the mantlepiece, the prince risked his face by leaning close. Two shining slits popped open, glaring. 
“Good night, sweet creature,” Rhydian said. “I’d blow you a goodnight kiss, but we wouldn’t want you changing into a princess now, would we?” 
Straightening, the prince laughed. Aurelia had to force herself to laugh, too. 
As Rhydian walked back towards the door, he turned. He pointed to the pot. “Leave it there after you’re done. I’ll take care of it.”
Aurelia nodded, her fake smile still plastered on her face. He paused and stared at her a moment longer. With a last nod in her direction, he shut the door gently behind him.
Letting out her breath, Aurelia met Flare’s eyes, fully open now. He stared back, unblinking.
“He was joking,” said Aurelia. “Wasn’t he?”
Flare looked disgusted. He ruffled his wings. 
“I’m a dragon Aurelia, not a princess,” he hissed. He poked his forked tongue at the door. “Of that you can be sure of.”
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Merion


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

The sound of a heavy hoof against wood woke Merion at the dawn.  
The groom opened his eyes, blinking from his bed. His humble chambers were next to the royal stables. As he was wondering where he’d left his boots the night before, a horse kicked its stall again. His loud yawn finished with a smile. The prince would be here soon. Rhydian was back from days spent riding the forest, back with a strange traveller in tow. However, as usual, the prince would ride out with the dawn.
Merion sat up, wiping his eyes, fumbling for his flint. Lighting a lantern, he winced as his bare feet touched the cold stone floor. In the dim light He found his boots near the wall, laughing under his breath at the third, more insistent kick. Rising, Merion slid his leather apron over his head, the straps tangling with his beard.
“I’m coming, you beast,” he called through the wooden wall. “Calm yourself.”
Another kick answered him. 
Swearing under his breath, Merion shook his head and grabbed his lantern. He made his way out of his rooms, through the door into the stables.
It didn’t take long. Rhydian had arrived, as Blackthorn had known he would. Merion had not long saddled up the horse when the prince’s boot steps could be heard approaching on the cobbles outside. As he worked, he wondered about the dark-haired woman who had arrived back with the men last night. Only one set of footsteps approached, so it seemed like the prince had left her in the castle. 
The prince smiled at Merion’s nod, a soft sort of grin, as he ducked past the groom into the warmth of the stables. The prince was dressed as usual in dark pants, heavy boots, and a simple long-sleeved shirt. A heavy cloak hung about his shoulders, a nod to the cooler temperature. Despite the clear sky, rain was on the way for later in the morning. 
Merion inhaled deeply, tasting the crisp moisture building in the air. Pigeons cooed their morning song nearby. Smiling under his beard, Merion watched the prince with his horse. Rhydian had walked straight over to Blackthorn, his impatient horse. The black beast was straining as far as he could over the stall door. The prince pressed his forehead against the horse’s soft nose, greeting him with genuine affection.
Merion chewed on his beard.
If a woman who looked like someone from his dreams suddenly appeared in the flesh, Merion wouldn’t leave her alone in his home. He’d keep her close.
“As close as possible,” Merion huffed under his breath.
The horse snuffled in protest, ready to go. 
“What’s that, Merion?” Rhydian murmured, turning his face to Merion slightly, his blue eyes blinking sleepily. Blackthorn snuffled the prince’s golden brown hair from behind.
“Ah.” Merion wiped his hands down his apron. “I was thinking about you, my prince.” He cleared his throat, trying not to sound too serious. “You carry the weight of this kingdom on your shoulders when your father is away. Your dreams, perhaps they are a symptom of the weight you carry...” Merion’s voice trailed away.
Rhydian turned his face back to the glossy black mane of his horse. He spoke into the thick hair. “Go on.”
“Well. Or they could be speaking to you of the times… before now.” Merion paused, watching the prince’s face. “Mysterious times.” 
The prince nodded slowly against the horse’s tossing head. Rhydian’s mother, the missing queen, was not a subject willingly talked about. Reaching out to fiddle with a broom that was leaning against the stall, Merion continued in his soft voice.
“There are rumours of mysterious peoples in the forest, far south… perhaps you’ve gone to sleep with the stories of the folklore in your mind.”
“Ah, of whom do the tavern bards sing? The Elves?” Rhydian snorted, laughing. He raised his head. “I thought I was the only one dreaming of strange things.”
Merion shrugged, his cheeks warm under his beard. He leant the broom back against the stall and slid his polish stained hands into the main front pocket of his apron.
“Well.” The groom chewed his beard again. “Maybe I don’t have the understanding or knowing of dreams. But I know horses. Even you are a witness to their understanding of things the rest of us don’t know about.”
“I am?” Rhydian looked puzzled. He turned to face Merion front on, resting his back and his elbows on the top of the stall door. Blackthorn nuzzled the side of his face, chewing the bit impatiently. Merion nodded. 
“You are. We’re always ready for you. Your horse wakes and knows you are coming. No matter how early you arrive.” 
Rhydian turned back to his horse, grinning. He unlatched the stall door. “I wondered if it was you that had a touch of the old magic about you, Merion. But you say it’s my horse!” The prince laughed, leading Blackthorn towards the stable doors.  
In his pocket, Merion made the warding sign against magic with his right hand. He stared around at the large stables. The place was built of beautifully worked grey stone and wood, with at least twenty stalls in this section alone. There were further stalls along the great wall, along with great storage sheds for hay and grain. It was Merion’s favourite place in the world.
“Indeed, he always wakes me with a sharp kick against his stall.”
“He does?” Rhydian paused and looked over at his horse. Blackthorn tossed up his head in annoyance. 
“He does, my prince. He always knows when you’re coming to the stables at any hour.”
Rhydian blinked at his horse and pressed his face into the warm, musky animal. 
“I see. He’s smarter than me if he knows what’s going on.”
Merion nodded, peering out into the dark courtyard.
“Will I need to saddle another horse this morning? For your guest?”
Rhydian glanced across the cobbled yard, his head tilted up to the impressive stone tower where his chambers were. To where Lord Cyrus had been happy to share the knowledge with Merion that the prince’s guest was being housed, too.
“Thank you, but no.” The prince’s voice was wistful. “Aurelia, our guest, is still asleep.”
Merion nodded again, stepping back to let the prince and his horse pass by.
Rhydian led his horse across the cobbles to the far side of the yard. The tops of the mountains far above them, crowding behind the castle like shadows in the sky, had barely started to glow. The horse’s hooves echoing between the thick stone walls were the only sound. 
Laughing under his breath at the impatient horse, Merion crossed his arms over his chest. The prince was trying to slow Blackthorn’s pace, to minimise their noise. Merion knew the prince wouldn’t mount up to trot until he passed under the arch of the castle gates, so as not to disturb those asleep in the barracks nearby.
Kicking at the straw under his boots, Merion had to wonder about the royal line. The prince was the absolute opposite to his father, the cold and distant king.
Merion chewed his beard, thinking of the townspeople below, what little of them who still lived there. Many had left over the years, including parts of his family. They had left unease in their wake. Sensing that… something in this kingdom just wasn’t right.
Stepping back into the stable, the groom stopped at the empty stall of Blackthorn. He stared at the bruised wood where the horse kicked his walls in impatience for his master to arrive. Their prince had a deep fondness for his horse, and all creatures, really. Rhydian was also a wise man, considerate and dedicated to his people. Their prince was a man of the people. Open about his commitment to them, that he’d do anything to help those in need.
Merion frowned down the stable aisle, his gaze falling on the empty stall where the king’s horse was kept. The king was still absent; only the gods knew where. 
And just what exactly had their king ever done for his people?
Keeping his traitorous thoughts to himself, Merion headed back to his rooms, to his warm bed. He was trying to think of one obvious thing the king had done to show his people the love, care, and protection they deserved.
He couldn’t list one damn thing.
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Flare


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

Rain caressed the library windows with a soft patter. The soothing noise made the warmth of the vast room all the more cosy. Since late morning, the sky had opened up, and it had continued raining ever since. It was possibly mid afternoon, the thick clouds made it hard to tell. The occasional flash of lightning lit the chamber.  
Flare was perched on the mantle above the great fireplace, taking in the heat below. The stonework around the fireplace was grand. He’d been carried here, peering out from Aurelia’s hood curiously along the way. Even though he’d been to Aneirin years before, he’d not had the pleasure of seeing this far inside. He had never deigned to reduce his size back then, filled with his own glory as he had been. Now it was different. He was here, humbled, small, and trying to help Aurelia make things right.
The prince had shown Aurelia a few immense staterooms as they’d made their way through the castle, waving a lantern at the empty rooms and their faded finery. Velvet curtains hung over tall windows and ornately patterned rugs spilled across smooth stone floors. The rooms were cold, unused. No one interrupted them. 
After a couple of hours of near silent wandering, apart from Aurelia’s occasional awe filled questions, Rhydian had led them to a large set of wooden double doors. They weren’t quite as large as the public doors, although they were ornate and lovingly carved with fantastical beasts, stars, and swirling shapes.
Lord Cyrus, his hands sooty, had been waiting outside in the empty hall, holding a lantern. The older man bowed, his long robes flowing around him. Smiling widely at Aurelia, his white hair a mass of wisps around his head, he nodded at the prince.
“The fire is lit, my prince.”
“Thank you Lord Cyrus, that’s wonderful.”
Lord Cyrus bowed again. 
Aurelia smiled.
Rhydian smiled at her, blushing. 
Thankfully, Lord Cyrus had left them there, his own smile discreet as he strode off down the hall past dusty marble busts.
Flare had sighed from inside Aurelia’s hood. It was apparent that the man, with his princely heart, was easy to read. He was going to be a problem.
Reaching past Aurelia, Rhydian opened one of the doors. He motioned for Aurelia to precede him.
The warmth and light inside had been a welcome surprise.
The fire had been roaring, keeping the damp away from the books and also providing light. Lord Cyrus had lit lamps as well; coloured glass lanterns were flickering throughout the wide space to dispel the grey daylight from outside.
Sadly, the librarian was still nowhere to be seen. Flare would have liked to hear what questions Aurelia might have asked.
Rhydian wasn’t worried though, as he showed Aurelia the different sections. Bookshelves spanned the walls on either side of the door, and all along to the left, and the wall opposite the door.
There were two levels, the bottom ground with old books and tomes. A mezzanine filled with scrolls and other items ran around three walls, above the door, along the left, and across the room. Spiral staircases in the corners of the room enabled access from two places. The wall to the right of the door was filled with windows for light, bisected by a great fireplace and heavy wooden mantle piece.
A dark wooden table spanned the centre of the room, long enough for twelve people to sit on each side in the high-backed matching wooden chairs. The table was covered in open books; carelessly discarded amongst the well-insulated coloured glass lamps, flickering with a warm glow. Empty wine glasses and what looked like a crystal ball, about the size of a child’s leather kick ball, were crowded at one end. 
From his place on the mantelpiece, Flare narrowed his eyes. Scenting the air with his nostrils flaring delicately, he straightened his neck in shock. The magic contained in the clear rock crystal sphere, carefully placed on a purple velvet cushion, was his. 
Thinking back to the chaos before he’d fled Aneirin, Flare remembered what it was. The sphere had been his gift before things had gone wrong.
Very, very wrong.
A shiver of guilt passed over Flare’s purple scales. Aurelia didn’t have all the information that she could have in preparation for this mission. But with Flare here, she didn’t need to. He tapped a shining claw on the polished wood below him. Did she?
Shaking his wings in annoyance, Flare brushed aside the uncomfortable thought. There was enough to think about right now. 
Glancing down, Flare had a view of the top of the prince’s head. Rhydian had retired to an armchair in front of the fire and had sat down, ignoring Flare completely. The chair the prince was sitting in looked comfortable, if a little dusty. 
Lightning flashed from the windows on either side of the fire, illuminating the patterned rugs that covered the stone floor. The once bright but now faded fabric of the rug and the prince’s armchair were both decorated with similar patterns to the doors. Flare shivered, caught off guard by the second flash. The last time he had been in this cursed place, a storm had been raging above too, the same as it was now.
The prince shifted below him, resting his right boot on his left knee. He absently adjusted his pants and shirt with his hands. His eyes were fixed on watching Aurelia, examining the musty smelling shelves up on the mezzanine. 
Aurelia had explained to Rhydian that she was looking for maps and charts of the forest. But she was really looking for diaries and accounts of the castle staff and ledgers. It was a long shot, but a start. Any record of the accursed dagger that she needed, or other strange artefacts, would be helpful.
Flare peered closer, staring at the top of Rhydian’s head. His golden brown hair was mussed up, and it looked like there were bits of green grass stuck in it. The prince hadn’t seemed to notice. The tiny dragon couldn’t help the smug look that curled across his scaled lips.
Wondering if Aurelia had noticed, Flare glanced up. She was holding a dusty book as tall as her arm was long. Resting it against the railing, she was facing the room below her as she read. No, that’s just what it looked like she was doing. However, her gaze wasn’t on the book. Flare’s wings drooped. She was staring at the prince below, whose gaze was still fixedly staring up at her.
Outside, lightning flashed again, and the fire hissed below.
That could be a problem. Aurelia was only here to do two things. Find the dagger. Use it to break the curse. That was it. Flare shook his tail spikes. She wasn’t here to share moon eyed glances with the prince.
If Flare’s purple scales could flush, he might have blushed. He wasn’t used to seeing Aurelia with people her age, let alone sharing a strange attraction with them. 
Except for Fox.
Under Fox’s sharp tutelage, as Aurelia had grown, she had thrived. Along with the youngest generation of Elves, he had taught them about the forest and how to fight. But Flare had never seen her get close to any of them. Not until she had grown up into the young woman that she was today. And Fox, with his strange glut of magic, hadn’t aged a day. Had he been waiting all that time for Aurelia?
Flare bared his teeth at the thought. He didn’t understand that relationship at all. 
The first time Flare had met Fox had been many years before. Flare had been fleeing with the Elder One when they had stumbled across Fox and Jessikah in the deep forest. According to the few Elves Flare had deigned to speak to, once they had found sanctuary at the caves, Fox and Jessikah had left Lolihud with a war party. The lot of them had been thought lost. Upon returning, whispers had spread, because Fox and his companion were not quite the same. 
Not many of the Elves had wanted to confide in Flare, being in awe of his dragonish nature. But some had murmured in the quiet of the night, when wine was poured and tongues were loose. His sour faced companion, Jessikah, had once been a crafty young woman. Flare had seen the strange looks she earned now; trailing silently behind her dark-haired keeper, Fox. 
Fox, once a quiet and aloof warrior, was now a man of ice and barely contained contempt. A man who was not in any way impressed that Flare was a dragon, and therefore due respect from others. Fox’s glittering black and gold gaze was just shy of a smirk each time his eyes met Flare’s. 
Flare was always the first to look away.
No elf had ever found out what had happened to Fox. The warriors had been asked to help Elven refugees find their way to safety when the once great City of the Seers had been destroyed.
That had been… unfortunate. Flare’s tail twitched behind him at the thought. The city had been destroyed by a dragon gone mad with jealousy. The image of the black dragon tearing apart the city would live in Flare’s heart forever. But there was nothing Flare could have done.
Nothing. 
“I couldn’t have helped,” Flare whispered to himself. “I just couldn’t have.”
He’d had to flee for his life twice now, from the City of the Seers. And many, many years before that, from a city lost beneath the sea.
None of that was his fault. 
Aurelia’s low voice interrupted Flare’s dark musings. 
“Are you even awake?”
Below Flare, Rhydian laughed, a soft murmur. The prince nodded. His blue eyes were half hidden under heavy lids, from where his head was resting against the back of the chair. His gaze still steadfastly pointed upwards at the figure on the mezzanine.
Aurelia closed the book. 
Rhydian shifted in his chair, exhaling in one long, slow breath. 
Aurelia had tied a green silk scarf up and around her hair, keeping it off her face. The firelight and lightning played over her dark cloak. Underneath, she wore freshly washed pants and a long-sleeved shirt. Her dark hair was a loose knot on her head, and there was a smudge on her cheek under her cool green gaze.
Like the young fool that he was, Rhydian kept staring at Aurelia, a dreamy expression on his face. Annoyed with himself as much as the pair of idiots before him, Flare shook his head, trying to work out how old the prince was now. Perhaps twenty-five or twenty-six, if he remembered correctly. A few years younger than Aurelia.
Flare heard the man’s breath catch. The dragon looked up. Aurelia had put the book away and was back, staring at the prince, her bottom lip between her teeth. She refused to meet Flare’s wide eyes.
Oh no.
It was worse than Flare had thought.
Aurelia turned away, making her way to the closest set of spiral stairs. She took her time, a slow descent to the ground floor. Rhydian sat up straighter, uncrossing his legs.
Flare tried to catch Aurelia’s eye as she passed him. She refused to look. Even when the dragon made an angry noise, flicking his small tail spikes against something behind him.
Aurelia stopped in front of the prince, so close that the toes of her riding boots were touching his own. Now that she was close, Flare could see that her expression was hard to read. Her green eyes were fixed on the prince, but there was a small line between her brows.
Rhydian reached out his hands, holding them in a gentle invitation.
After a pause, Aurelia reached out to place her hands in his. With a gentle tug, the prince urged her to step forward. He widened his legs, and she was left standing between his thighs. 
Cursing under his breath, Flare wanted to launch off the mantelpiece and flap his wings in the prince’s face. The intense expression on Aurelia’s face, something akin to vulnerability, stopped him.
Instead, with a tiny sigh, Flare turned away, pretending to study the items on the mantelpiece. Still unable to help hearing them behind him, he wandered further down the warm wooden beam. Perhaps this was part of Aurelia’s plan? Flare had no idea. But the tension between the pair seemed real enough. Flare moved further away, examining the objects along the way.
“Aurelia, I have to tell you something,” the prince’s soft voice sighed from behind. “I love… I love watching you.” 
Aurelia’s laugh sounded a tad breathless. “Really? Hmmm.”
“It’s true. You’re beautiful.”
Flare continued to move further away, but his attention was behind him.
“I…” the prince began again, his voice fading. 
“What is it?” There was a pause, and Aurelia’s voice was lower still. “Your hands, they’re warm.”
“Yours are freezing. Yikes. Why did you spend so long up there? Here. Sit here, beside me.” 
There was a soft sigh, the rustle of fabric and a chair creaking. 
“Put your head there. It’s fine.” The prince laughed. The chair creaked again, and Aurelia snorted under her breath. “Hey, we travelled together for days. You know I can keep my hands to myself.”
Both of them laughed, a soft sound mixed in with the rain on the windows and the crackling of the fire. 
“No, don’t hide them. Your hands are lovely,” Rhydian murmured. 
“They’re…” Aurelia began, but Rhydian interrupted.
“Your callouses… they feel nice. And I must admit, they’re kind of intimidating. I know what they mean.”
Aurelia snorted. “I’m sure you’re trained to handle weapons just as well.”
There was another soft laugh from the prince. “I should hope so.”
Flare had reached halfway along the large beam, steadfastly examining an old relic of some sort. It was a wooden sword mounted upon a cracked wooden stand. Flare ran his claw across it. The name underneath was lost to dust and time. He moved along.
“Rhydian,” Aurelia murmured. She spoke with a muffled voice. “What were you trying to say… before?”
Flare risked a quick glance behind him. Aurelia was sitting beside the prince, pressed against him on the chair. There was barely room for them to sit side by side, and his arm was around her shoulders. Her face was tilted towards his. 
Flare rolled his eyes, turning back to another object on the mantel. It was a bronze plaque, about three times as long as he was, and twice as high. It looked like an engraving mounted on a wooden frame. The wood smelled salty, and something strange. Sweet.
The prince’s voice was solemn. “I wanted to ask you something. Ah. I think something is going on here. Here in Aneirin, I mean.” There was a brief pause. “Are you here because of that?”
Flare held his breath. Aurelia cleared her throat.
“What do you think?” 
Rhydian took a slow breath. “I hope you are,” he whispered. He took another breath. “I’m worried for the people here. My people. There’s something going on, more than I know.”
“You’re right. More than we both know,” Aurelia replied calmly.
Exhaling delicately, Flare stepped closer to the bronze plaque. There was another rustling of fabric from in front of the crackling fire.
“I’m not sure where my librarian is, Lady Hywel. She should be here, but she’s not.”
“Yes, you mentioned that.”
“Well… don’t you think that’s strange? That my librarian is nowhere to be found, the first time someone comes from... afar... to search for something here?”
There was a weighted silence. Broken by a startled, but pleased, gasp from the prince.
“I agree,” Aurelia replied, her voice muffled once more. Unable to help himself, Flare turned slightly. Aurelia’s lips were pressed against the prince’s neck, one hand on the back of his head. His eyes were closed, his cheeks flushed. 
Flare turned back to the plaque, trying not to panic. Was Aurelia trying to distract the prince from that unlikely coincidence? Although, where was the librarian? Or was Aurelia lost to her desire for this seemingly harmless man?
Lightning flashed again, enabling Flare to get a better look at the design on the plaque. Mountains perhaps? Rhydian spoke again, sounding shy, but determined.
“I have to tell you something else.”
Aurelia sighed. Her voice was clearer, but gentle. “What is it?” 
The prince coughed, and the chair creaked slightly.
“At night I dream of… things, darkness. A woman. She looks… she looks like you.”
“Me?” Aurelia was clearly startled.
Flare’s head lifted from the plaque. He tilted his head, not bothering to hide his attention at their conversation. 
“Yes. She has green eyes, dark hair.”
Flare went cold. 
Oh no.
The prince continued. “I thought it was some kind of sweet dream at first. Then when I met you, I thought that it was you. The resemblance is uncanny.” The prince sighed. “But now, I know it can’t be you.” 
Flare held his breath again, the warmth of the fire below lost to the shiver within.
“It’s not? How do you know?”
“The woman in my dreams, she scares me sometimes. And now that I am awake,” the prince’s voice lowered, “I can’t imagine you doing anything to scare me.”
Flare sighed quietly.
Oh Rhydian.
If only you knew.
Behind Flare, there was silence. Aurelia seemed lost for words.
Something popped in the fireplace, and Flare jumped. Fools, all of them were fools. Including him. 
“I am awake now,” Rhydian murmured. “Aren’t I?”
Aurelia sighed. The chair creaked again.
“Perhaps,” Aurelia finally spoke. “Perhaps you are awake and dreaming at the same time…” her voice ended up in a muffled whisper. The prince gasped again.
The sound of the rain mixed with the sound of rustling fabric, and the sound of soft lips on skin. Flare refused to look.
“What the hells is this in your hair?” Aurelia laughed suddenly.
There was a beat of silence, and then Rhydian laughed as well. “What? Oh. Its grass... let me see. Yes,” he laughed again. “It’s grass from–”
His voice was cut off, although he made a deep sound in his throat.
When Rhydian finally spoke again, he sounded breathless. “When I am awake, I dream of touching your hair,” he admitted.
Flare was starting to feel very awkward, but there was no way he could leave. His gaze traced more of the lines of the engraving, careful not to knock over anything with his tail as he moved back, just slightly. It was easier to see more of the design that spanned the entire piece, the further away he was. 
“You may touch my hair,” Aurelia laughed softly. “But only gently.”
“Only touch? I want to run my hands through it…”
“I’ve got wavy hair.” Her laugh was louder. “Don’t look at me like that. Would you brush a rope? Exactly. You’d end up with a mess.” Her voice sounded muffled once again. “Yes, undo the scarf from there.” 
There was a male sigh of appreciation, and Aurelia’s own soft breath.
Ignoring them, Flare couldn’t place the scent of the wooden frame around the plaque. The sweetness was familiar. And was that a tower? Perhaps it was Aneirin? He walked along the mantelpiece, looking at the lines from another angle. As he passed it closer, he could feel a faint pulse of magic emanating from the engraving. 
Outside, the storm had quietened. Something in the fireplace popped again. From behind him, it was quiet. Hating himself, Flare turned.
Aurelia was sitting across the prince’s lap. Her legs were now across his thighs, hanging off the arm of the chair, with her hands on his chest. Rhydian was pressing his face into Aurelia’s long, now unbound hair. The green scarf was held between their clasped hands. Aurelia’s face, with her eyes closed, was as calm as Flare had ever seen it. He turned away, suddenly ashamed of the intimacy he was witnessing.
“The forest, ash and flowers,” murmured Rhydian, inhaling.
Aurelia huffed a laugh into his chest. 
His voice was soft as he spoke again, almost a whisper.
“Can I kiss you?”
“That’s very polite of you, to ask me.”
“I didn’t want to… I mean, if you had someone back home, well.” Rhydian’s voice was carefully neutral as Aurelia sighed.
“No, not really.” She paused. “There is someone, but…” Aurelia’s voice faded.
Flare crept closer, wanting to know and hating himself all the while. Who?
“Um. He’s the best friend I could ever have asked for.” Aurelia was silent for a moment. “There is something otherworldly about him,” she said, “but he’s not as stony as he first appears. His eyes are different, too.”
Flare was trying not to laugh. Best friend? Fox? As he bit back his snort, his eyes followed the lines of the engraving, whilst his ears followed the soft conversation behind.
“Different? How?” Rhydian sounded hopeful.
“His eyes are black like the midnight sky, scattered with golden stars.”
Rhydian scoffed, his voice teasing. “He sounds a lot like a creature of dreams. Is he a demon?”
Aurelia ignored him. “Your eyes are, here put your head back, yes that’s right, ugh don’t make that expression,” she laughed. “Your eyes are like deep blue ice, with a ring of night sky around them.”
“Now I sound like a demon,” Rhydian laughed again, but the sound was cut off abruptly.
The rain was harder against the glass, and Flare was glad for it. If his claws could cover his ear holes, he would have jammed them in. Aurelia had definitely silenced Rhydian’s laugh with a kiss.
Aurelia’s voice was breathless when she spoke again. 
“I don’t think either of you are demons.”
“You sound surprised.” The prince’s voice was thick.
“One of you is warm, one of you is cold. Fox is a true friend,” she whispered. “Like you with your mates. Besides, he’s more of a mentor. He wouldn’t mind, hm. It’s not like-”
“I don’t care if he minds, I care if you mind.”
“I don’t mind.” Aurelia took a shaky breath. “But I should.”
Yes, you should Aurelia! Flare wanted to spit it out into the room. He clamped his jaws shut, focusing back on the engraving.
“And I won’t be here long…” Aurelia cleared her throat. “I must leave after… when I’ve found what I need,” she finished lamely.
“I get it.” Rhydian paused. “I know you’re here for your people, that you have work to do. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have…” Rhydian sounded like he was pulling away from her.
Aurelia’s exhale was soft with longing. 
Focusing on the hard lines of the engraving, Flare could finally see they actually showed an island city surrounded by mountains. His scales rippled. It wasn’t Aneirin. The City of Seers, now ruined, also had no mountains that close.
Flare tilted his head, freezing. Was that a bay? A harbour? He sniffed again, that scent. It was so familiar. His breath caught.
Behind him, it sounded like Aurelia had gotten up from the chair. It sounded like the prince had kissed her hand before her soft boot steps moved across the rug. The rain continued its assault on the glass and the lightning flashed again. 
Flare’s eyes drifted back to the bronze plaque. Yes. It was a sea, with mountains to the west. He caught the scent of Aurelia’s unbound hair as she passed back towards the spiral stairs, scented with the aroma of the gentle soap she used to wash it. 
Her hair smelt of flowers, like Rhydian had said. Flowers. Meaning honey. 
Straightening, Flare stretched his neck. Honey. That was the scent of the wood around the bronze plaque. Along with salt and water, it smelled of honey. Flare stared, dumbfounded.
There was only one city he knew of that had high walls, mountains and the sea with a small bay and harbour. A city filled with beehives, that the locals had traded with the merchants, who used the honey to preserve fruits and food on long voyages.
He’d only been thinking of this forgotten city, not long before. A city destroyed by the wild energy of nature.
No, his heart whispered, destroyed by the folly of men. And dragons once again. 
How had the plaque ended up here? In Aneirin? He vaguely remembered Hypatia Carter, alchemist of the sea city, had once had a sister who made such things. He spun around on the wood. Aurelia was making her way back up to the mezzanine. 
Flare desperately wanted to meet the librarian, the one who’d gone missing as they’d arrived. His wings drooped. He could try to explain it to Aurelia, but she’d most likely never heard of the city. The secrets that sunk with the city beneath the waves were best left buried in the deep seabed below. 
Two cities lost to time. City of the Seers, far north, a ruin amongst the solemn forest. And Baile Mare, forever lost beneath the waves off of the east coast. There was no one left to tell. The folk of the cities, and the dragons, they were all gone. 
Flare was alone in his grief.
The fire cracked below him, the scent of salt and water fresher now. Not from that which had soaked into the wooden frame of the plaque. The tiny dragon peered back over the edge at Rhydian. 
He was by himself, sprawled in the chair, staring at the tears on his fingers he’d just wiped from his cheeks. His gaze was on Aurelia, filled with longing and desire. And also anguish.
Flare’s cold dragon eyes warmed despite himself.
It seemed the prince was alone as well.
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Rhydian


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

In the dawn light, the circle of stones looked like robed figures, gathered to greet the morning sky. Like folk out of the tales of childhood, come to worship as light spilled over a new day. 
Rhydian was lying on the green grass nearby. Above him, a few stars were twinkling stubbornly, as the dark sky transitioned from celestial grey to radiant tones of honey, amber, and pink. The clouds of yesterday and last night had gone. The ground beneath his cloak was damp, and smelled green with the possibilities of new life.
The stones were about ten metres away, between him and the closest field of grains. That was as close as he liked to get. Any closer, and his vision played tricks on him. His stomach tightened with unease. 
Blackthorn was nuzzling the ground nearby, his reins dragging through the lush grass. 
To be that content, Rhydian thought, would be a great way to be. He had a lot to be thankful for. But even so, longing gnawed at his heart.
Closing his eyes to the brightening sky, Aurelia’s face rose to the forefront of his thoughts. He should be thinking of other things, like the missing librarian, Lady Hywel. Or his absent father. But all he could think about was Aurelia, and her clear green eyes that saw everything. Eyes still closed, he ran a hand over his face. Her green eyes held back many things, her words full of meaning.
I won’t be here long.
As the breeze picked up and mussed his hair around his face, Rhydian ignored it. He wanted to help her with her search. Not to make sure she left sooner. Gods, no. But to spend what time they had left together, close by. 
Before she left to go…. south? No. He’d gotten that detail mixed up.
Somewhere deep below him, the earth rumbled, as it did now and then. No one knew how or why. Rhydian opened his eyes, his hand falling away from his face. There were too many unanswered questions at the moment.
The sky had changed again, and the stars were almost gone, with pinks and gold growing more intense. The luminous display was incredibly beautiful. 
A snuffling sound came from behind his head, heard just over the sound of the grain fields swishing together. Blackthorn had worked his way closer. Tilting his face, Rhydian could see one of his black hooves next to his head. It was covered in dewdrops and bits of grass. Rhydian yawned; his back would probably look like that when he rose. Along with his hair. The thought of touching Aurelia’s long hair, with her warm hands on his chest, filled him with such an intense longing that he groaned.
Glancing around despite no one being around to see him, Rhydian pressed his head back into the damp grass. He shook it from side to side for good measure. 
Blackthorn lifted his head, eyeing Rhydian with shining black eyes. 
“Don’t look at me like that!”
The horse snorted and turned back to nuzzling. 
He’d do anything to spend more time with her, or help her with what she needed. It was a lost cause, but there was no help for it. He wondered why he’d told Aurelia that a servant had organised what was needed for her injured ankle. When he’d even heated the water himself, and found the softest towels available in the castle. 
Groaning again, Rhydian rolling over onto his stomach, resting his chin in his hands. He was doomed. He hoped his father stayed away for longer. The king would likely not approve of Rhydian’s infatuation with a stranger. 
Rhydian sighed, his heart aching. Surely it was more than an infatuation? He dropped his face into the grass.
Something soft nuzzled his hair.
“Go away, Blackthorn,” Rhydian muttered, tasting the dew on the grass in his mouth. 
The horse moved on, apparently content he was still alive.
Rhydian sighed, thinking of the king. Just where was he, really? Rhydian knew the servants assumed the king had a woman stashed away in the town nearby. Rhydian wasn’t so sure. 
His father was never relaxed when he returned. There was an undercurrent of discontent simmering under the king’s cool exterior.
The last day he saw his father, the day before Rhydian had gone out with his men, had been no exception.

      [image: image-placeholder]The idea of being inside the walls of the city all day sickened him. His dreams had left him confused and weary. 
As Rhydian had finally led Blackthorn back to the stables from roaming mountain paths behind the castle, he’d dragged his feet. Hunger was the only real reason that he returned. 
When he passed Blackthorn’s reins to Merion, Rhydian could see his father’s horse was in his stall. So there was a good chance he’d be dining with him. The groom raised his eyebrows at Rhydian’s sigh of disappointment, but thankfully said nothing.
It wasn’t like their relationship wasn’t strained. But his father was absent enough that there was no common ground, so there was nothing really to share. As much as he hated to admit it, Rhydian saw the man as more of his king, not a father. 
Was that sad? Or normal? He had no way of telling. There were no parents left for him at all.
Rhydian entered the castle and made the long trek through empty stone passages. The halls were dark and silent, only one servant passing by. Pausing at the door to the dining room, Rhydian had rested his head against the wood. 
“I can do this. It’s fine.” He stepped inside.
The room was long, wide, and filled with a single long table. The king was there alone, sitting at the far end. His father looked flushed. From the wine or food, Rhydian couldn’t tell. Only one fireplace of the six that circled the room was lit. It wasn’t too cold here, but the light was welcome.
Torches also lit the room, and Rhydian wondered if his father had lit them himself, considering the lack of servants. The aroma of baked vegetables and smoked meat met his nose. His stomach flipped, growling appreciatively. It took Rhydian a good ten paces to reach the end. Dropping his cloak on a chair, Rhydian had taken a seat to his father’s left. Neither of them spoke at first.
The king, with his silver hair framing a startingly young face, appraised his son. His pale blue eyes missed nothing. Even so, his father had looked distracted.
Rhydian had been about to ask for his father to pass the gravy, when the king finally spoke.
“Is that grass?” His father’s rich voice had been mild.
Placing the jug on the table, Rhydian reached up and touched his hair. Something dropped away.
“Possibly.” He started filling his plate with the rich array of meats, vegetables and sauces spread in front of them.
“Where have you been?”
“Up the mountain. The farms. A meadow,” Rhydian shrugged. He was stabbing a golden potato with his fork when his father spoke again.
“Out since the dawn?”
“Yes.”
“Can’t you sleep?”
“I do sleep.” Rhydian said around a mouthful of potato. He chewed slowly before swallowing. “But I dream.”
His father bit a piece of dripping meat off his fork. After chewing and swallowing, he spoke again. “Go on.”
Sighing, Rhydian shrugged again. What did it matter? To share his worries? It didn’t matter, that was the trouble. 
“I dream of a woman. With dark hair. Green eyes.” Rhydian stabbed another potato. He wished they were talking about his mother. Wherever she was. They never did. That topic was as outlawed as magic, fairy tales and-
The fork froze in his father’s hand before it reached his mouth again. The king was silent for a long moment, before placing the meat in his mouth and chewing thoughtfully. 
Rhydian frowned, looking more closely. The king’s lips looked swollen. The king licked them clean, his eyes intent on his son’s face.
“A woman?”
Rhydian chewed thoughtfully, appraising just as intently in return. “Yes. I can’t see her clearly. But she is beautiful.”
The king set down his fork and kept his voice neutral. “Well. We all have sweet dreams like that, my son.”
Rhydian snorted. “No. It wasn’t like that.”
His father’s gaze sharpened. “Go on,” he murmured again.
“Well.” Rhydian took another bite. “Like I said. I can’t quite see her face. She comes to me, startling me. She smiles. I wake up.” He swallowed. “When I wake, I feel like I’ve had no rest. I…” Rhydian shook his head. “I don’t like it when I dream of her.” 
“And so when you wake, you go out to ride before dawn?”
“Sometimes.” Rhydian avoided looking at his father. “I feel like she can’t reach me if I’m outside the castle walls.” 
It sounded stupid, even as he’d said it. His father hadn’t mocked him, though. In fact, his father had sat up straighter.
“Why would you think that?”
Rhydian put down his knife and fork and wiped his face with a soft napkin. He stared at the empty fireplace behind the far side of the table. He looked up at the vaulted ceiling above; the stone arches reaching over the room in a wonder of stone masonry. The feeling of history here was intense, an oppressive shadow around them. And he knew nothing about it. No one would tell him anything. 
“I don’t feel right here sometimes. She scares me,” he’d admitted, trying to make himself laugh. He poured himself some wine, then offered the same to his father. The king had been looking down the length of the table, his own meal forgotten. His blue eyes stared into something that Rhydian couldn’t see. And there, beneath the calm expression on the king’s face, something like unease waited.
“How long?” His father’s voice was subdued as he waved the jug away.
Rhydian set the jug down and took a sip of his wine. “On and off for a few years. Lately, more often.”
“I see.”
“Do you?”
The king turned to face Rhydian full on, and Rhydian had to force himself to sit still. To not recoil at the intensity and unease that was simmering closer to the surface of the king’s gaze.
“Don’t worry about it,” the king responded, his expression neutral. “I’m sure it’s nothing.” He drained what was left in his goblet. He stood up with a scrape of his chair. “I’m travelling again tomorrow.”
Rhydian had nodded, silent. After he’d drained his cup as well, he’d been quick to pour himself another. Perhaps he’d make time to leave the castle, too. What did his father care? He watched silently as the king left the room without a word. Rhydian wasn’t sure if he was hurt or relieved. 
The king had been gone by the time Rhydian had returned from his journey into the forest, returning with a woman with dark hair and green eyes.

      [image: image-placeholder]It’s not her. 
It simply can’t be.
Rhydian dragged his thoughts back to the present. The woman of night and shadows was cold, scaring him with her strange smile. Aurelia was daylight, sunshine, and flowers.
Rhydian pushed up from the grass, onto his knees, cracking his back as he stretched. Blackthorn had wandered closer to the ring of silent stones. Getting reluctantly to his feet, Rhydian sloshed through the damp grass to grab the horse’s reins. As Rhydian patted Blackthorn’s silken cheek, the horse snorted and tossed its head, sniffing the grass in Rhydian’s hair.
Ignoring the soft nuzzling, he glanced at the closest stone. It was just taller than him, and twice as broad. The surface of the stone was roughly hewn, showing the colours, a mixture of shining grey flecks and black rock. Like the grass, it was shimmering with the dampness of the new morning as the sun rose, warming the air.
Hesitating, Rhydian reached a hand out. His fingers almost scraped the rock. But right against the stone, the air was cold. Icy cold. 
He withdrew his hand back with a quick jerk. 
“I don’t think so,” he murmured, clenching his fist. Blackthorn snorted again. 
“Hush my sweet,” soothed Rhydian, kissing the horse on his black mane and pulling the beast away from the circle of stones. “It’s fine, it’s fine.”
Is it?
With his hand still tingling, Rhydian hoisted himself into the saddle with a grunt. 
“There is something happening here, something,” he murmured, his gaze passing over the stones, and raising to the castle, perched on the side of the mountain above, “up there.”
His horse quickened his pace into a fast walk, heading back to the road between the fields.
“Something is happening, and I don’t understand.” 
The castle loomed high above, crouched on the mountain atop the terraced town. The entire ridge of jagged peaks, arranged around the valley of Aneirin like a stretched crescent, was painted with golden morning light.
What did Aurelia know? 
And why had she come, really? And where from?
A twist of unease was working its way through his guts. His mind just couldn’t grasp where she had come from. He knew she’d told him… but the information slipped away.
Rhydian’s fists clenched tighter around the reins. 
He needed desperately to know.
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Fox


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

The prince had left the curious ring of stones behind.  
Rhydian had pressed his face into his horse’s dark cheek, then mounted and headed back to the castle. The sun was showing itself above the jagged mountains on his left; the light washing gold over his dark clothes and black horse. He had grass in his hair, and Fox could see why Aurelia was becoming fascinated with him. Despite what the Elder One had charged her to achieve.
The prince just appeared to be so sweet. 
Fox blinked into the pool, his lips curling in disgust. Water dripped nearby, somewhere far back in the empty caves.
He hadn’t been with the Elder when Aurelia had last made contact via her pendant. Fox had been watching from here. Fox wondered if Aurelia realised that the Elder was becoming impatient. Their chance to seize their power back from the king was so close. 
Not for the first time, Fox wondered if possibly the Elder One’s mind was as scarred and sickly as their flesh. 
Then why are you still helping? He wasn’t sure. But a promise had been made all those years ago. To help win their power back, taking revenge for the downtrodden. It had appealed at the time. 
Fox looked back at the shimmering water.
The prince, riding back to the castle, looked determined, and a little sad.
Fox had stood by the Elder’s side originally to make plans. But now he remained for Aurelia. To help her with the justice that she believe she would earn back for her people. To save the Elves of the cave from the threat of the king in the north. 
It was probably not the greatest plan, but he had wished her to travel alone, to attract less attention. There was also the fact that the curse was likely to affect him, too. And not to be discounted, Fox didn’t think he’d be able to stand the idea of mixing with so many humans. So he had stayed behind. Even when Flare had ended up going instead. Fox shook his head.
“Whiny little shit.” His words echoed back at him in slow waves. Flare had magic, yes. But he was also a selfish, proud, and useless fool. Fox hoped he wouldn’t cause Aurelia any trouble. Although the idea of wrapping his chilly hands around that tiny purple neck warmed his heart a fraction.
Fox was lying on his stomach, his head overlooking the surface of the glowing pool. The rocks under his chest and legs were sharp, but hadn’t cut through his clothes. With his head resting on his chin close to the surface of the pool, he was able to blow across the water. The chilled ripples that spread from his icy breath wiped the image of the lonely prince away.
But the image of Rhydian pressing his face into the black mane of his horse stayed in Fox’s mind. The need for warmth and for connection was like a shimmering aura around him. 
In much the same way, Rhydian radiated his loneliness. The relief on the prince’s face, when he had held Aurelia close in the library, had made Fox uncomfortable by its intimacy. Aurelia, with her inner light, had clearly touched something in the prince. Fox snorted, thinking of how Aurelia had sat quite contentedly on the prince’s lap. She had clearly touched something in the prince, too.
Rolling onto his back, Fox stretched, and then sat up. The sharp, uneven stones pressed into the seat of his pants. Fox had left his boots on, so unfortunately their sharp sting was no relief to his feet on this visit to his favourite cave. He had reasons though, not liking to go bare-footed around Jessikah. Naked was fine. But bare feet while the rest of him was clothed made him feel vulnerable. 
And he had no intention of ever feeling that way again. 
Not around the creature that was currently coiled within the figure of a tiny woman. 
Not around anyone.
Fox had dragged Jessikah down here behind him. He didn’t want her here in this place when he was using the pool to watch the events unfold in Aneirin. Except that recently she had been disappearing from his rooms on and off. The Elder seemed to have some use for her and summoned her more often. Which was mostly fine. The Elder One clearly needed help with things occasionally. It was just that Fox didn’t trust Jessikah for a second. Even with his eyes upon her.
Jessikah was currently sitting with her knees against her chest, arms around her legs. Her tunic had been freshly washed. Fox knew it wasn’t for his sake. It was for hers. To hold on to whatever semblance of independence, she felt that she still had.
Truthfully, she had none. 
Which could have made things even between them.
But really, it didn’t even come close.
Fox glided through the shadows of the silent cave, stopping in front of her crouched form. He shifted slightly, and the toes of his boots crushed her soft shoes beneath them. 
Jessikah’s wince jolted a cruel laugh from his icy lungs. The echoes wrapped themselves around the shadows in the dark. He felt a part of the shadows here, just an echo. He let the echoes fade away, caressing the dark shades of his clothes, his hair and his frigid heart.
Reaching down with a jerk, Fox grabbed her roughly by the back of her neck. He pulled her up. She would have cried out if she’d been able to use her voice. That desperation still wasn’t enough to give back what had been taken. 
Fox dragged her along the rocks, her shoes slipping on the uneven stones. He jerked her past the shimmering columns of the stalagmites, back to the glowing pool. 
The blue surface was still, and no images remained. It didn’t matter. 
“Do you see?” Fox spat his words into her ear. 
Jessikah was shaking, struggling, and clawing at the icy hands that held her throat in a choking grasp. 
“My Aurelia is able to be tender with the son of the king. Her so-called enemy. But you and I? That will never happen,” Fox hissed. “We are linked, but you will never be free. You will never be my equal.”
Using her hair to manoeuvre her, Fox pushed the struggling woman right to the edge of the pool. Her struggling increased.
It was widely known that these pools had no known bottom. All that was certain was that they lead to dark and crushing depths beneath. Jessikah’s soft boots were tearing on the sharp rocks, and she started to slip. She went wild. Her small hands clawed ever more desperately at Fox as he lowered her closer, her struggles causing ripples to form across the surface of the pool.
After counting down from ten to one, out loud and slowly, Fox jerked her back. His hand opened, and she dropped to the jagged stones into a miserable heap.
Fox stared down at the collapsed woman, breathing deeply. He thought of Aurelia, her warmth. What they had shared. Freely. His eyes narrowed, boring into Jessikah’s terrified yellow gaze. His voice was a hoarse whisper, swallowed by the shadows.
“I would never let you spoil these waters with your filth, monster.”
Jessikah stayed where she was, panting in deep, quick breaths. 
He looked back at the pool. The waters were calming; the ripples fading. No images appeared. Just in his mind, an image of Aurelia embracing the prince. Fox wondered if the prince was just as warm as Aurelia.
Fox backed away into the shadows, aching for the warmth that she had shared with him in the dark of these caves.
Aurelia, I trust you.
He touched frosted fingers to his icy lips.
But remember what you set out to do. 
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Aurelia


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

“Nothing? You’ve found  nothing?”
The pendant was so hot, Aurelia wanted to rip it off. It wouldn’t have surprised her if she saw it glowing like a hot coal through her closed eyelids. Her hand tightened around the shard of crystal instead.
Flare’s wings rustled, sensing her distress. 
“Have you lost your way?” the Elder’s voice hissed again, sounding incredulous. “You must complete this mission without delay.”
“Yes, Elder one,” Aurelia whispered.
“Where is Flare? Is he with you?”
“Yes.”
“Then go find that dagger. We are on the move.”
The pendant went cold.
Aurelia opened her eyes. The sky was lightening beyond her window.
Glancing down at her hand, Aurelia was surprised that there was no blister burnt into the lines of her palm. Her hands were trembling slightly. She folded them behind her head.
Clearing her throat, she turned to Flare. He was perched on Aurelia’s chest as she sat nestled amongst the bed pillows in her chamber. 
“Well.” Aurelia pursed her lips. “Hm.”
The silence in the room dragged out. Eventually, Aurelia dragged her hands over her head and ran her hands over her face, before dropping them back to her chest. Her gaze travelled around the room, to the window, and then to the ceiling. The prince’s chamber was one floor above. He had yet to appear that morning. She was trying not to think of his warm gaze. His soft lips. The sound of his gentle sigh.
Stop.
“This isn’t what I had in mind when I said I’d fix this,” Flare stated, his tail flicking back and forth like a cat’s.
“Fix what?” Aurelia murmured. Her narrowed gaze slid back to his.
Flare’s tail froze. 
“When I said I’d help,” he said, looking away. He turned away and flew to the windowsill. His voice had changed, although that may have been the distance he put between them. “When I said I’d help you,” he repeated.
Aurelia sat up, looking back out at the clear sky beyond Flare.
“I need some air.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The prince’s horse had reached the roads of the upper town. 
From her perch, high on the tower roof, Aurelia lost track of him after that. He was obscured by the larger houses along the steep roads that lined the castle’s wall. 
As a tall man in a dark cloak, on a black horse, he’d been easy enough to spot at first; her eyesight was excellent. Rhydian had stood out amongst the wheat. As he’d made it to the terraced town, though, Aurelia had found it harder and harder to keep track. Now he was gone.
But not lost. Like that cursed dagger.
Staring out across the valley of Aneirin, Aurelia smoothed her hair from her face. The wind up here wasn’t a gale, but it was dragging the clouds through the grey sky in earnest. 
She needed to get below the castle, but without alerting the prince. She swore in frustration at the lack of servants to bribe. Perhaps asking would help? But how to go about it without arousing suspicion? She swore again, louder. Flare looked up from his perch on the stones at her choice of words. Thankfully, he made no comment. He hadn’t even commented on what had occurred in the library, her failure to find any clues to any missing artefacts. 
The library had given her nothing. 
Aurelia’s cheeks warmed. Well, not quite nothing. Aurelia touched her lips. Rhydian had been so warm, and she had felt so… safe. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to cry. 
Aurelia cleared her throat instead, her eyes on the jagged peaks to that the castle was built against.
“Flare.”
“Aurelia?”
“The prince…”
“Yes?” Flare’s tiny tail swished once, twice.
“Is he… is he his father’s son?”
Flare was silent, apparently giving it some serious thought. His tiny shimmering wings had lifted slightly to catch the breeze.
Aurelia stepped closer to the stone balustrade and peered down to the courtyard far below. The prince had ridden through the gate, and was handing his reins to the dark-haired groom. She could hear their laughter echo all the way to the top of the tower. 
Who are you really?
Rhydian paused and tilted his face towards them. To her. Without hesitation, he smiled, waving a hand. He didn’t wait for a reply before ducking into the castle below.
Flare, his tiny head peering over the edge as well, blew out a tiny sigh. 
“It doesn’t matter,” the dragon replied eventually, his voice wistful. “Does it?”
Aurelia stepped back from the edge. She was feeling dizzy, like the earth had sounded a gong deep below the castle, and the stones had moved under her feet.
“No,” her voice was soft with longing, and perhaps regret. “No, it doesn’t.”
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Rhydian


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

Stopping at the door leading to the tower terrace, Rhydian experienced the simultaneously pleasant and unpleasant sensation of falling. 
Aurelia was standing with her back to him, her silhouette caressed by the rising sun, her hips against the balustrade. Wearing soft clothes in dark colours, it was hard not to roam his eyes over her. The dark cloak around her shoulders was thrown aside, and her dark hair was free, moving lazily in the breeze. He grabbed the edge of the doorway to steady himself.
“Ah,” was the best greeting he could come up with. 
Aurelia met his gaze, her clear green eyes intense. Her slow appraisal travelled from his face to his boots, and back again, and left him cursing his warm cheeks. Maybe he needed to grow a beard like his groom. 
Stepping out onto the terrace, he didn’t know where to put his hands. In his pockets? Swinging by his side? What did he normally do? He wasn’t sure. They were tingling, and it was hard to breathe. All he wanted to do was rush to Aurelia, and place his hands around her waist, and bury his face in her hair.
Walking as casually as he could manage, Rhydian somehow ended up across the terrace next to her. Inhaling the sweet scent of the soap she used, he could feel the air thick with unsaid things between them. Placing his hands on the stone balcony, he tried to distract his wandering thoughts with the view.
The vast expanse of the city fell away below, in steep terraces.Mountains curved away majestically in awe-inspiring peaks and exposed rock faces of reddish brown. The farmlands chequered the green valley at the foot of the lowest hills, and across the river the haze of the endless forest met the horizon. The currents of air carried little sound from below. There was freedom, stillness, and peace here. There was always a breeze, sometimes fog. It was almost as good as where he liked to roam in the dawn light. Almost. 
Unable to help himself, he shifted to his right slightly, closer to Aurelia. Glancing down at the flash of shining purple below him, Rhydian noticed her lizard was taking the sun between her hands. The lizard’s purple eyes were on his face, its tiny spiked tail flicked once.
Rhydian cleared his throat. “Your rooms were empty, but I hope I’m not disturbing you. Although I was hoping to find you up here.” 
“I’m up,” Aurelia murmured, indicating the sheer drop to the courtyard below with her chin. “I am definitely up. Way, way up.” 
They shared a laugh; the tension easing slightly between them.
“What’s that place?”
She pointed to a building about halfway down the terraced streets. It was made of stone, with straight columns at the front. There was a deep verandah and a massive, empty doorway that opened into shadows within.
Rhydian peered over. “Ah. The temple.”
“It looks empty.”
Rhydian shrugged. “It is.”
Her face changed. “Where did they go?”
“They left.”
“Oh. I see.” The expression on her face said she clearly didn’t. She rolled her shoulders, the wind snapping her cloak behind her.
He was about to say something about the fact that he had no idea what had happened to the holy order, but her left hand shifted when she’d moved. Her pinkie finger was now against the skin of his right hand. Rhydian had to inhale slowly, the tiny contact between them emptying his thoughts like a river carrying bubbles downstream. 
In front of Aurelia, the purple lizard’s tail flicked again.
“It’s good to see the open sky,” Aurelia murmured. She lifted her gaze from the valley far below, to the vast expanse arching overhead. “It reminds me of home.”
“Home, yes. South?” Rhydian couldn’t hide his scepticism. 
“Mmm. The peaks of Lolihud.” Her voice was neutral.
“I see.” 
She turned sideways, resting her right hip on the wall; it was clear to them both that it was his turn to be clueless. She seemed to be about to speak, but her eyes travelled to something above him. 
Slowly, Aurelia reached out her left hand, hovering next to his head. Her voice was low. “Do you mind?” 
He wasn’t sure what she meant, but of course he didn’t mind. He shook his head. She pointed at his hair, motioning him to lower his head.
“Oh,” he laughed, a little breathless, turning to face her fully. He lent forward, closer to Aurelia than necessary. But her scent was in his nose, and not nearly enough of it. He closed his eyes, unable to help himself as he rested his face next to her, inhaling.
Her fingers were feather light and the movement of them through his hair made his skin tingle. The sensation travelled all over his body, and he licked his lips. When her touch disappeared, he opened his eyes. Aurelia was smiling at the strands of grass caught between her fingers.
Not daring to breathe, Rhydian caught her hand and kissed the back of it. Her lips parted in surprise and her hand opened, the strands floating up, dropping over the side before being caught and lifted away in the cool breeze. 
He looked up, and their eyes met.
Aurelia tried to reclaim her hand from his, but he held it tighter, his eyes dropping to her lips. She licked them, causing his heart to do something strange in his chest.
“Rhydian,” she said, his name a soft breath.
The breeze lifted her hair away from her beautiful eyes. He searched for something else to say before the moment between them was gone. 
“I was out riding before the dawn,” he blurted.
Her eyes drifted back to his lips. “Ants keeping you awake?”
Solemnly, he shook his head. “Not this time.”
Gently freeing her hand from his, Aurelia placed her palm against his cheek. Her other hand reached up to do the same, her fingertips brushing his ear. He shivered.
“You’re warm,” she whispered. 
“Aurelia, I am more than warm,” he heard himself say from far away. And, turning his head slightly, he kissed her palm. 
Her gaze darkened. “Kiss me.”
But as he leant in to kiss her, she froze, frowning. His hands drifted down to her waist, holding himself steady while she turned around. 
He wasn’t sure what Aurelia said under her breath, but it sounded like a curse.
Removing one of her hands from Rhydian’s face, she reached behind her, patting at something. He looked over her shoulder and cursed as well.
A glaring pair of slitted eyes met his gaze. The bloody lizard had launched itself off the wall, landing on her backside.
Turning back to him, Aurelia’s face was flushed. She rubbed her thumb over his lips. “Please excuse me a moment.”
Stepping away from him, Aurelia twisted a hand reached behind her, jerking the reptile off her backside. Holding it in two hands while it squirmed, she stalked to the open wooden door.
It was hard, but Rhydian was trying not to laugh.
Aurelia paused, her nostrils flaring as she looked over her shoulder.
“I’ll meet you in your chambers,” was all she said. 
His laughter died with a startled choke as Aurelia whirled, disappearing inside.
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Then he raced down the stairs fast enough to break his neck if he fell.
He didn’t slow down.
On entering his chambers, he did a quick glance around, catching his breath. The room wasn’t exactly a mess. But it wasn’t exactly fit for company either. Womanly company. 
Cursing, Rhydian began to rush around. Clothes, towels, old boots and bits of crap were all tossed without ceremony into a cupboard.
He paused, catching sight of the arrow that he’d kept from their first meeting, with its fine red fletching. Taking it from the table next to his bed, he placed it gently under a scroll on the crowded mantle over the fireplace instead. 
Then he was rushing around again. Cups and plates were gathered in a heap, and then dropped into a dark wooden chest full of old battle flags and banners he’d found somewhere as a child, and stashed away. Rhydian paused for a moment, then swept off his tiny stick-and-twig toy knights off a table into his shirt before dumping them on the floor to kick them under the bed. One of the knights, the one that had a sword that unfortunately looked like a cock, was the last one to disappear. He kicked it away with a choked laugh and spun back round to face his chamber. Taking a breath, he threw another log on the fire, and the spice of the dried wood soon added a nice aroma to the air.
There was a jug of cold water on a cupboard, and he rushed over to quickly scrub his hands.
What else? A drink? It was getting harder to concentrate for some reason.
He whirled around, thinking hard. There was an old bottle of mead he’d been saving on the mantelpiece. He hopped back across the room, fished it out from the clutter, and placed it on a small marble-topped table by the fire.
Frowning, Rhydian looked at the table. They needed something to drink out of! Cups! 
Cups?
Rhydian ran back to the wooden chest, fishing out the two cleanest cups, short fat clay vessels, glazed in dark green.
He was still frantically rubbing them with his shirt when a soft noise had him spin around to the door.
Aurelia was there, her eyebrows raised with amusement. 
She was still wearing the soft dark shirt and pants. But her cloak was gone, as well as her boots. The idea of her padding up the stairs to his room in just her wool socks had him just about to lose his mind. She looked so unguarded. He’d never seen her like this. Not that they’d had much time alone. 
He swallowed. With her hair unbound, and smiling below her sparkling gaze, his mind went blank. She was beautiful. 
And she was here with him.
Alone.
Thank the gods that blasted lizard was nowhere to be seen.
Aurelia stepped into his room. She shut the door behind her.
Setting the cups on the table, Rhydian was proud of how his hands weren’t shaking. He kicked his off his boots, noting her smile widening as he made his way to her, the rugs and his socks making no sound.
As he stopped right in front of her, she reached out her hands. Her touch was warm, and he squeezed her hands to his chest, to his racing heart.
Aurelia. Aurelia. Aurelia.
Leaning forward, he rested his forehead against hers. 
“I want to touch you,” his voice was hoarse. “Everywhere. Is that okay?”
Her sigh was warm against him. 
“Yes.”
Without hesitating, Rhydian scooped Aurelia into his arms. He wrapped one arm around her waist, the other under her knees, and covered her startled gasp with his lips. She tasted like the morning sun, and as her lips opened beneath his, a soft sound escaped his throat. 
“Your bed,” she gasped, pulling away just long enough for him to nod before he captured her mouth again. He walked them backwards to his bed, and when the back of his knees hit his mattress, they toppled backwards into a heap. Aurelia landed on top of him. With a smirk, her hands reached for his belt. He stopped her.
“No,” he managed to bite out, shaking his head.
He moved her hands away from his hips and placed them on his chest. He slid his own around her waist, then up her ribs. Catching her face in his hands, Rhydian guided her head down to his. Aurelia’s hair fell around them in dark waves, sealing them together. The scent of flowers from her hair and spice from the wood in the fireplace surrounded him, and another soft noise left his mouth.
The woman in his dreams flashed across his mind, but that nighttime phantom was soon forgotten as Aurelia settled her backside over his pelvis. He moaned, louder, when she moved over him. Kissing her deeply, his hands came up to her neck and her face, and it was her turn to moan as his tongue traced her teeth and lips.
“Don’t tease me, Rhydian. I want you, now,” she gasped, moving herself against him. Her hands slid back down to his stomach.
“No,” he hissed again, gasping at the sensations her body was eliciting from his. “Not yet.”
Sliding a hand around her back, he rolled Aurelia, so he was above her instead. Her green eyes were wide and dark as he reached for a pillow, placing it under the back of her head. Rhydian smiled, his heart aching at the sight of her, both of them breathing deeply. He caught her wandering hands, placing them out by her sides.
“Promise me something,” he murmured, leaning down to kiss her cheeks. His lips travelled down her chin to her throat.
Aurelia tensed beneath him. He raised his head, catching her frown.
He kissed her again until she softened against him.
“Promise me you’ll tell me how it feels, so I know what you need…” he said, his voice lowering.
“Oh…” she closed her eyes, relaxing further. A smile bloomed across her kiss-swollen lips. “I can promise you that.” 
Her words gave him the courage he needed. Running his hands over her body, he lightly touched the curves of her breasts. She stretched beneath him, her hands clawing at the blankets on his bed, letting go only long enough for him to slide her soft shirt up and over her arms and head. Underneath was a black sleeveless shirt laced at the front. With trembling fingers, he unlaced the garment, baring her to him. 
Bowing towards her, he rested his lips against her heart, inhaling. 
“Aurelia,” he murmured against her flushed skin.
Her quiet laugh turned into an appreciative moan as his mouth found the peak of one breast, and then the other. A green crystal pendant on a chain was in his way, so he reached out to remove it.
Her eyes snapped open, and one of Aurelia’s hands shot out, staying his hand. She understood what he wanted, though, and said nothing as she held the chain taut, letting the pendant drop behind her neck. A cold feeling passed through his heart. He wondered if it was a gift from the black-eyed demon that she had spoken of. Laughing at himself, Rhydian dipped his head back to her smooth pale skin. His fingertips circled around her ribs as his mouth worshipped her once more. Sighing in pleasure, Aurelia pressed her breasts against him. 
Her hands dipped down once more. He batted them away.
“No. You,” was all he said, almost growling.
Fingernails slid along his shoulders, her warm fingertips exploring the scattered dark hair of his chest. He rose slightly, relishing in her touch. Once again, her hands drifted lower to his belt. Rhydian sucked in a quick breath. 
“A much as it’s killing me,” he laughed as she frowned at where he held her hand. “I meant it. Not yet.” 
“Take this off at least.” She tugged at his shirt. 
Sitting back, Rhydian grabbed the nape of his shirt and dragged it over his head. In his haste, one hand got stuck in the sleeve, and he whipped it around his head. Eventually, it flew off somewhere into a corner of the room. They both laughed, but their voices died as Aurelia sat up, her elbows braced behind her on his bed. 
“Your hair looks wild,” she murmured. “I like it.”
Rhydian paused again, lost in the sight of her. Aurelia’s cheeks were flushed, much like his own were, he guessed. Her beautiful hair was falling in carefree waves down her shoulders. Her lips were darkened by his kisses.
With heavy lids, Aurelia leaned back. Taking a breath, he undid the drawstring of her soft pants. Dipping his hands inside them, his palms slid around to her bare backside, squeezing. She raised her hips, her eyes dark on his face as he drew in a shaky breath. Crawling backwards between her legs, he slid her pants down her slim legs, trying not to fall off the end of the bed. He just might anyway. Because the sight of Aurelia, bared to his gaze, felt like it stopped his heart.
Aurelia made a frustrated sound as he stared and nudged his hip with a sock covered foot. 
“I’m sorry…” he stuttered, shaking his head in wonder. Her answering smile enabled his heart to work again.
Pressing his lips into the soft curls between her thighs, his hands slid up her calves. Something popped in the fireplace behind him. He didn’t care.
“Rhydian,” Aurelia panted, her chest heaving. 
He gave her a quick lick, tasting musk and salt. Aurelia yelped in startled pleasure. Supporting himself on his elbows, he raised his head to meet her heated gaze. Making sure she was as into this as he was. It seemed she was.
Was this real? Where had she come from, really? Or was he indeed dreaming, about to wake up to another endless, lonely day?
Her eyes met his, her body bare before him. Unashamed. 
Her name was a prayer in his heart. 
Aurelia.
Bringing her hands to his lips, he kissed each of her palms, before placing them in his hair as he lent down. 
“Hold me,” he breathed, bending his head again.
He wasn’t sure of what he was doing, but listening to her breathing change, he got a good idea quickly of what she liked. Aurelia’s hands tightening in his hair as she gasped helped him as well. Grinning against her, his lips and tongue moving all the while, his fingers traced fiery trails up the insides of her thighs. His hands kneaded her firm muscles before cupping her backside again, pressing her closer into his mouth. He concentrated on the top of her sensitive flesh, the seed of her pleasure a hot bud against his tongue.
“Tell me,” Rhydian murmured against her musky skin, his tongue lapping against sweetness. “Is this okay? Tell me.”
Hands tugged at his hair. It hurt, but only just. He didn’t care. Aurelia’s voice was a breathless gasp. “Your hands, more.” 
Smiling in triumph, Rhydian added his hands to his attentions, and Aurelia trembled around him, gasping above him.
“More…” 
The tight grip in his hair disappeared. He risked a glance up. Aurelia had dropped her head back onto his pillow, face flushed, and her hands were back clenching the surrounding bedclothes. He bent back down; her pleasure a gift shared freely with him.
“Yes,” Aurelia moaned, her hips bucking around him, “don’t stop.” 
Rhydian breathed against her. He had no intention of stopping. Ever. 
Aurelia tasted like musk and honey and salt and cotton and her deep and wild moan lit him up from the inside out. He ignored the ache in his groin, in awe of her spiraling pleasure.
“Aurelia,” he whispered against her swollen skin, “Aurelia…”
“Oh, my gods, Rhydian…” 
“All this for me,” he whispered against her. She cried out, louder. “I’m so blessed. You’re so beautiful, my gods, Aurelia…”
Aurelia tensed, a wordless cry escaping her as she came apart around him. Impatient hands grabbed his hair again, pulling him up. She kissed him with wild abandon, tasting them both, and she shivered again beneath his hands, as he slid them over her breasts, then over her ribs and back up to her face.
Eventually, Aurelia collapsed back onto the bed, the pillow tossed away. She drew him down over her, against her, breathing shakily as she ran her hands over his muscles, his ribs.
He had to wipe her hair away from her face. When he found her eyes, she smiled. She then arched her hips against him, grumbling. “I want you-”
Rhydian kissed her again, cutting off her words; the weight of his body on his forearms as he gazed down at her flushed face. He held his hips away from her, letting her pleasure be enough for now.
Grabbing his head, Aurelia glared at him, raising her eyebrows. He laughed.
Rhydian kissed her forehead. She let go of him and dropped her head to the bed, sighing in frustration.
“My greedy lady, as much as you deserve more, I want you to rest-”
“What I want-”
“-here with me,” he finished. Aurelia stilled, gazing up at him. He let his emotions rise to his face, to his eyes. He nudged her cheek with his nose. “Please.” 
Her frustration softened into something else. Aurelia glanced once at the door, then back to him. Running her fingertips over his mouth, she nodded.
Gathering her close, Rhydian rolled her over with him as he collapsed onto his side. The strain in his pants was going to burst something. But the sight of her coming undone before him had been enough, for now. The thought of her gone left his heart trembling, just like when he woke up from his dark dreams.
Rhydian kissed Aurelia’s hair, her arms wrapping around him as her breathing slowed. His arms tightened around her in response. She was right here, here and now, but he knew she wouldn’t be here for long. 
“Just let me hold you,” Rhydian whispered into her hair, closing his eyes fast against the fear of her absence. He wanted to shut them against the feeling that she was here for more than she had admitted. It didn’t matter. Surely she was the answer to his unspoken prayers, as he ached for someone to hold him close.
Someone he didn’t want to ever let go of. 
Aurelia, I love you.
Don’t go.
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Aurelia


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

One half of Rhydian’s face was in shadow, as the sun dipped below the mountains outside. He looked lost in thought and a little wistful. But despite that, he appeared to be relaxed. His cheeks were still faintly pink, which amused her greatly. 
He was gazing off out the window, at the trees that ran along the horizon in a dark line. Rhydian was sitting on the edge of the bed, shirtless, still wearing his pants. Aurelia was amazed he’d kept them on. He’d just wanted to hold her. She wiped her hair back behind one ear, lost in the sight of him.
They’d been in his rooms for hours. Both of them ignoring the real world just outside the door. Flare was hopefully still shut up in her room. It was bad form on her end. But she didn’t care. Not right now. So much had been asked of her. This was something for herself, for her own pleasure.
Stretching, Aurelia sat up from beside Rhydian and yawned. She slid over to the side and knelt behind Rhydian, where he sat with one leg over the side, the other crossed beneath him. Wrapping her arms around him, she pressed her breasts against his back. He was wonderfully warm, and she leaned in to kiss his ear.
“I’m going to wander around the castle tomorrow.” Aurelia murmured.
“Mmm.”
“What was that, my prince?”
“Mmm.”
She laughed softly, rubbing her face into the golden brown mess of his hair. He rested his head back against her. He was still gazing out at the sky beyond his window. She could feel his soft smile against her cheek, but his sigh was one of longing. Aurelia kissed his ear gently. 
“Rhydian? Are you alright?”
He turned slightly, meeting her gaze. Turning around to face her, he brought his other leg back onto the bed. His arms went around her and he rested his forehead against hers.
“Aurelia, right now I’m more all right than I’ve ever been.” 
Rhydian pressed his lips to hers, and his kiss was so gentle something in her wanted to kiss his sad smile away. She pushed around him and settled in his lap.
“Do we need to take off your pants now?” she teased, hoping for his smile to brighten, daft as that was. 
The dust motes they’d disturbed danced in the air around them like tiny lights, the setting sun turning them golden. His chamber was the same as hers. Not quite round, and with a large comfortable bed. It had a single fireplace and a few scattered pieces of furniture. Into which she’d watch him stuff half of the ephemera of his room.
Rhydian cleared his throat, his gaze past her again, back to the window.
“I think...” he started. And then stopped.
She wanted to tease him again, but his expression told her to let him speak.
Rhydian tried again, his voice a whisper. “I think something’s wrong.”
Aurelia almost stopped breathing.
“Something is… wrong?” Her heart started pounding in a wild rhythm, so it was an effort to keep her voice casual.
Turning back to her, Rhydian’s blue eyes were as serious as she’d ever seen them. He blinked, touching her face with care.
“I’m worried about you. Since you’ve been here, things are…” he shook his head. “Wrong,” he finished lamely. Rhydian gestured with one hand to the surrounding room. 
“Wrong,” he repeated, his voice barely more than a breath. He was trembling, she realised.
Shit. What did that mean? Had he overheard something she had said to the Elder? To Flare? But he was here with her, talking about it. Aurelia reached out, taking hold of his hand. She placed it over her heart.
“Can you feel that?” she asked quietly.
“I can.”
“Despite,” she sighed, “everything, strangely enough, I know I’m safe here with you.”
“You are safe,” he repeated, eyes wide. “And I’ll do anything to keep you that way.”
Shit.
Guilt and unease pooled in her guts like hot wax.
“Rhydian.” She grabbed both of his hands and placed them on her face, her gaze searching his strange eyes. The dark blue edge around his paler blue irises looked like rings of sapphire. “I’m okay.”
Oh gods, you were cruel to give this man such beautiful eyes. 
They were too distracting when she should be thinking about that blasted dagger.
Rhydian swallowed, his thumb rubbing her cheek. “I need to keep you safe. There is something happening here...” He shut his eyes, like his head pained him. 
“My father, if he was here-”
“But he isn’t here, is he?”
“No.” Rhydian opened his eyes. “He’s gone away again.”
“Gone where?” she breathed. 
Rhydian was silent, confusion marring his handsome features. Eventually, he shrugged. 
“I don’t know.” The words fell from his lips like tears. “I don’t know where my father, the bloody king, has gone.” 
Aurelia was glad Flare wasn’t in the room. She was taking a risk. But if it helped with more information… even as she thought it, her heart twisted at using him so. She tried to think of what to say, without blurting everything out to the son of the enemy of her people.
“There is something wrong. And I know what it is,” she murmured.
Rhydian’s gaze sharpened. He tried to speak, but she kissed him, cutting off his words. 
“But I can’t tell you, not without… causing you harm. What’s wrong is... a cunning type of threat.” She took a breath. “A threat to Aneirin. Which is why I am going to look around here tomorrow.” She paused. “Without you.”
She could see him thinking that over, his eyes searching her face.
“A threat?”
“Yes.”
“And you know what it is?”
“I do.”
“But you can’t tell me?”
“No.”
He leaned away from her, shaking his head. 
“Why can’t you-”
She cut him off again, following him, pressing her face to his.
“Rhydian!” she snapped. “Where did we meet?”
“What?” He looked even more confused.
“Where did we meet?” She grabbed his hands and held them to hers. His gaze narrowed.
“In the forest.”
“Yes. Where exactly?”
“The forest, at the river.” His eyes became even stranger as the light faded. It was mostly the fireplace that lit the room now.
Aurelia lowered her voice. “Which side was I on?”
“Which... side?”
“Of the river?” she whispered.
Rhydian sat there looking at her, the fire in the hearth a red glow in his eyes. A faint sheen of sweat was breaking under the hair that had fallen over his face. 
“White and frozen? Or green and full of life?” she urged.
For some reason the world looked crystallised, like she was watching this scene from far away, through the glass on the window. Was she really telling him this? Making him think? She was risking his mind; he was clearly unable to process what she was saying without the words tumbling around in his mind. Whether it was due to the curse or his father, or both, she had no way of knowing.
Rhydian remained silent, his expression still pained. 
“Your hair… it was covered in something.” He licked his lips. As a tiny spark of understanding broke through his fogged gaze, Aurelia almost sagged with relief. “Something white. Not from… not from my side of the river.”
“Yes. Do you get it now, sweet prince?”
“Oh, my gods.” He leaned forward, breathing into her ear, his warm breath sending shivers down her neck. “The river,” he murmured, “has more than one side.”
“Yes. And I came from?”
“The south. I can’t… It’s different here. From where you came from.” Rhydian paused. “The river is the line of difference.”
Rhydian pulled back again, and Aurelia nodded. He tilted his head, eyes narrowing. “And you came here, to Aneirin, to track me, didn’t you?”
Aurelia went very still, willing her expression to stay calm. “Not specifically.”
“Ah.” Rhydian’s gaze sharpened. “My father.”
“Yes.”
“But you found me.”
“Yes.” Aurelia, unable to meet his gaze any longer, dropped her face into his chest. “I did, didn’t I?”
Rhydian didn’t reply. He simply wrapped his arms tighter around her.
The pendant pressed between them, warmed by their contact. She wanted to rip it away. But it was beyond her, spelled against breaking or being removed.
Either way. Rhydian was starting to see. But she could tell she was pushing it and didn't dare to say much more. His mind would simply shy away. Then was it was true? It must be true. That the king was the monster, not the prince. But she had a question that she wanted to, but shouldn’t, ask. She did anyway.
Aurelia turned her head, speaking directly against Rhydian’s lips.
“And do you trust me?” 
His reply was a return brush of his lips against hers. “I shouldn’t. But I do.”
Her heart contracted, and she wanted to hide from his embrace. 
But at least I have helped him see that there was something wrong. 
He trusted her. She just didn’t know if that made her task any easier. 
Or worse.
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Merion


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

“Fuck off, you bloody bastard!” 
Outside the stables, the man’s voice was loud and flustered.
Merion’s gaze met Aurelia’s. She shrugged, shaking her head in amusement. They were examining her horse. The groom had caught her wandering past this morning and had called her over. He hadn’t seen the likes of its kind for many years and was fascinated by the shaggy creature. 
Merion stuck his head out of the stall to find Davyn hurrying through the stable doors. He was flailing his large hands around his head.
“Fuck off!” Davyn cursed again. He grabbed a pitchfork and a rag from the wall and spun about wildly. He was whirling, looking up and around, cursing. 
“Everything okay there, Davyn?” Merion called, wiping a hand on his apron, before resting his arms on the top of the stall door. Aurelia came up beside him, sticking her head out of the stall. The floral aroma that followed her around was a nice change to the hay and manure Merion was used to.
“No! Everything is not okay,” Davyn snapped. “I’m getting attacked by a bloody wasp, and the little fucker-” He caught sight of Aurelia’s grinning face, and froze, flushing red.
“Hello, Davyn.”
Merion smiled at Aurelia’s dry tone and the shock across Davyn’s face.
“Oh, shi- uh, hi Aurelia…” Davyn lowered the pitchfork. He seemed to be about to say something else, but a shimmering insect buzzed past his head. Davyn quickly jumped off to the side and batted his hand through the air. He slammed the rag against a wooden panel on one of the open stable doors.
“Got you! You little… ah… little blighter…”
Merion snorted and went back to examining the horse. Aurelia laughed behind him, letting herself out of the stall. She murmured to the other horses along the aisle as she made her way towards Davyn.
“See?” Davyn’s voice was indignant.
“See what?” Aurelia sounded like she was trying not to laugh. Merion dropped one hoof, examining another. If she was staying for a while, perhaps he could convince her to breed the little mare and freshen their stock.
As the little brown horse nuzzled his hand, Aurelia’s own curse travelled back down the stables to Merion. His grin was wide behind his beard.
“What in the hells is that?”
The light flowing down the length of the stables shifted as one of the great stable doors was opened wider.
“See?” Davyn sounded vilified. “It was a fu-” He coughed. “It was a damned spider hornet. For some reason, it took a liking to me.”
“I’ve never seen a bug like that. So, their sting is vicious?”
“It bloody well is. Stung me mum a year or so back. The size of the lump on her chest was like an extra-” Small footsteps were approaching from across the cobbles of the great courtyard outside. Davyn’s voice cut off into a dry cough.
Chase’s voice piped up. “Did you get it?”
There was a pause, and then a rush of awe from the boy.
“That’s disgusting! Wait, don’t squash it, Dav. I want to keep it.”
The horse that Merion was examining nuzzled his beard as the groom examined the large teeth. 
“It’s almost as big as a bat!” Aurelia exclaimed after a quiet pause.
Davyn started to laugh. He stopped. “A what?”
There was a pause. “A bat,” Aurelia repeated, her tone confused.
“What’s a bat?” Chase asked.
“Um,” Aurelia’s voice was unsure. 
Merion paused. What was a bat? 
“A small flying mammal. Like a rat, but with wings. We get them in Lolihud. In the… caves.”
Where?
Merion let go of the horse’s head, wiping his hands on his apron. He stuck his head back out of the stall, looking up towards the doors. The three of them were gathered around the stable door, looking at a dark smudge. The fact that Merion could see the stain from down the stable indicated that the hornet had indeed been big.
“We get those in Lolihud. Bats,” Aurelia repeated. “We eat them. They taste like pigeon.” She shifted in her boots while Davyn stared at her, his brows furrowed.
Chase’s mouth was open. “You have flying rats?” he whispered. His dark eyes were wide with fascination.
Aurelia was staring between Davyn and Chase.
“Um. Yes, we do.”
“That’s so amazing!” Chase shouted, and Aurelia winced. “I’ve got to tell Kyle! Where’s Kyle?” With a shout of glee, the boy spun around, running back outside. 
“Ahem,” coughed Davyn. He raised the rag and examined the door.
“I’ll hold the door,” Aurelia offered.
Merion laughed as they attempted to scrape the bug off the door in one piece. He pulled his head back inside the stall. 
“Have you seen the prince today, Davyn?” Aurelia’s voice was casual, but something about her neutral tone had Merion’s ears prick up. 
Davyn’s laugh was a sharp bark. “The prince? You mean our golden boy, Rhydian? Don’t worry. We call him by his name, not his title, if the king is away.”
“I see.” Aurelia paused. “Do you know where Rhydian is then?” There was more scraping and a muffled curse. “That’s better,” Davyn said.
“Merion would have my hide if I left that there. As for Rhydian? Not a clue.”
A metallic thud sounded like someone had hung the pitchfork back on the wall.
“Ah.” Aurelia’s tone was light. But Merion could hear the disappointment in her voice. He studied the horse in front of him as Davyn called out a farewell.
Aurelia’s boot steps were light as she wandered back down to Merion. 
“And you, Merion? Do you have any idea where the prince... where Rhydian is?”
“My apologies, Aurelia. Not a clue from me either.”
He hid his grin behind his beard and went back to examining her horse.
“I see.” She stood awkwardly outside the stall, looking back towards the open stable doors. “Do you need me here for anything else?” 
“I’m good, lass, thank you. I appreciate you going over your mare with me. She’s a fine horse.”
Aurelia was silent. Merion glanced up. She was tucking her dark hair behind her ear. Her green eyes looked determined as she stared out into the cobbled yard, the sun brightening as it moved overhead.
Hmm.
There were hardly any young ladies around to catch the prince’s eye, which was a shame. But after seeing the prince attend to Aurelia on their arrival at the castle together, perhaps the prince was in luck.
After murmuring goodbye, Aurelia strode out the door. Her boot steps faded as she crossed the yard, heading towards the castle.
A soft velvet nose nuzzled him again, scenting out the dried apple in his apron. Intelligent dark eyes stared up at him.
“Beautiful girl,” Merion murmured. He fished out some apple. “Here you go,” he murmured, feeding the patient animal distractedly. His thoughts had turned inward.
Lolihud, Aurelia had said. A place with flying rats. Merion snorted.
“Where did you really come from?” he murmured to the horse.
Unable to answer, the small mare nuzzled his apron for more treats instead.
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Rhydian


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

The corridor was dark and stank of old tapestries. The dusty wall coverings were decorated with faded scenes of hunting parties, ancestors who had long gone to their crypts.  
Crypts?
Rhydian screwed up his nose. 
We don’t have lower levels here, do we?
Rhydian wanted to swear in frustration. His head was simultaneously as clear and fogged as it had ever been. 
Which is why Rhydian was waiting for Aurelia in the dark corridor. This was the lowest section of the castle that he or Lord Cyrus knew of. Even young Chase didn’t know, despite being certain there were dungeons and creepy rooms below the great fortress. Chase had been eager to help him look, but Rhydian had sent him on his way.
Rhydian ran his hands through his hair, leaning back against the dusty wall. He bent his right knee and hitched the sole of his boot on an uneven brick behind him. His dark shirt and leather pants were smeared with dust from pushing through two half stuck oak doors.
“There shouldn’t be… lower levels,” Lord Cyrus had puffed, wiping cobwebs out of his white hair and off of his dusty robes. But for the first time, Rhydian had looked closer. As the old man had turned away, brushing off his wrinkled hands, the man’s pale blue eyes had looked… unfocused.
Is that what I look like to Aurelia, when she speaks to me of the south? 
Rhydian sighed and turned his head, looking at his boot steps in the dust, where they led back up the dark passage. It was large, tall, and wide. But the bricks were older, cruder. The iron sconce where his flickering torch rested looked like a rough-hewn hook of impure slag. It was unlike the smooth and ornate sconces in the living quarters of the castle above.
So, being the lowest and oldest point, it was only a matter of time before Aurelia made it down here. Searching for whatever she was looking for. He hoped she would eventually share what she found with him. Although, yesterday had been a quiet revelation for him, what they had shared between them. He hoped he hadn’t been too obvious with his hesitation to take it further. Gods, he wanted to. The taste of her, the feel of her… her soft gasps of pleasure filled thoughts. But what did he know?
So, here he was, in the darkest part of the castle, waiting for a chance to help. 
He owed her that. He knew she was searching for something important. To mitigate some threat in which Rhydian and his father were part of somehow. He was hoping he could actually do something about it. Either way, she had a mission in her heart, and he… he played prince and rode in the meadows at dawn, feeling guilt and letting troubled dreams drag him from sleep while he yearned for more.
Light boot steps interrupted his drifting thoughts. Rhydian straightened from the dusty stones, stretching his arms above his head. His back cracked. The woman from his dreams crossed his mind; she’d not come to him at all last night so when he’d awoken, long past dawn, he’d been amazed.
Aurelia’s presence had soothed him like no restless wandering ever could.
As she made her cautious way around the corner, Rhydian heard her talking. She was clutching her pendant, the one that made him feel uneasy. 
She was dressed more formally than when he’d seen her last. Aurelia was in dark riding pants, boots, and a short, dark cloak. Her leather satchel was slung over one shoulder. Her hair was twisted up and out of her face, and she looked dusty. 
His heart warmed at the sight of her.
Would she be full of warmth like yesterday? Or cool, as she’d been when she’d gotten up to leave. He’d take her either way, he decided.
Rhydian pulled out his trust old dagger and started to clean his nails with it. Aurelia froze.
He grinned. “Fancy meeting you here.”
She dropped her pendant into her shirt, her green eyes wary. He shifted upright, straightening his bent leg. It was his castle, after all, and he had every right to be there. But Aurelia narrowed her eyes and walked straight past him. Her leather satchel brushed his arm as she passed.
Rhydian laughed under his breath. So she was cool then, today.
He followed her, putting the dagger back into his belt.
“Aurelia, please wait. I know I’ve given you free rein to search, not just the library. I don’t care, I just wanted to see you-”
“Thank you, Rhydian, but I don’t want your help, not with this.”
His silence was answer enough. Her voice softened.
“I don’t regret what happened… but I need to do this alone. I don’t need your help.” She didn’t meet his gaze, touching her pendant that was tucked back under her shirt. “I’ve dallied long enough,” she muttered.
Rhydian was at a loss. This wasn’t quite how he’d planned this to go.
She leant over, examining the stone floor. She set her flickering lamp down, having a closer look at the old flagstones. Eventually she shook her head and straightened up, glancing up and around the stones of the tunnel wall. 
The lantern light made her eyes shimmer with faceted reflections. 
He cleared his throat. “I’m not offering you my help-” 
“Good. Like I said. I don’t need it.” 
Her eyes were scanning the tapestries beside him, her lips parted slightly. He looked away from her mouth, hard as that was. It was too distracting. He turned to face the tapestry. It was a wall-spanning series of smaller panels, with ladies and dragons on castle ramparts by a great lake. The torch on the wall between two of the pieces flickered. Aurelia reached out to touch the closest piece.
Rhydian cleared his throat again. He kept his gaze on the tapestry. 
“Aurelia.”
“What.”
“I’m offering you me.”
Aurelia’s hand froze in mid-air.
Slowly, her green eyes wide, she turned to face him. He knew he was smiling like an idiot. Aurelia closed her mouth, and she shook her head. 
Rhydian stepped closer, gently cupped her beautiful, stunned face with his hands.
“Please,” he murmured, his voice thick. “I-”
“Don’t you dare,” she pleaded, stepping away from him towards the wall, “No. We can’t-”
Not asking for permission this time, Rhydian closed his lips over hers. 
There was a small part of his awareness waiting in the back of his mind. Waiting for the possibility of her knee making one swift jerk. Causing him to question his life choices, like kissing a lady without her permission. Especially when she was clearly angry with him. 
Surprisingly, she didn’t protest further. 
Aurelia’s lips were soft and warm. With a warm sigh, they opened beneath his gentle exploration. Rhydian slid one hand around to the side of her neck, the tips of his fingers carefully slipping into her wonderful hair. His other hand moved around her waist, pulling her close. It felt like holding the sun. 
Aurelia.
The torch flickered again.
My light in the dark.
Rhydian closed his eyes.
“I love you,” he murmured against her lips. 
Something small jolted against his chest between them. Aurelia froze in shock. And a small voice gasped in the sudden stillness. 
Not his. 
Not hers. 
It was Rhydian’s turn to freeze.
“Uh oh,” the little voice mumbled between them.

      [image: image-placeholder]Aurelia’s eyes snapped open at the same time as Rhydian’s.
“What… what the hells?!” Rhydian yelled, drawing his sword, pushing her behind him. 
“Flare, you scaly beast!” Aurelia shouted, jerking away from him.
“What?” Rhydian yelled again.
“Damn. Damn. Damn.” Aurelia’s cursing from the shadows behind him was flustered and furious. 
He spun them around, trying to find whomever it was that had crept up on them in the dark. Aurelia was fighting against his hold, pushing back.
“Rhydian, stop-”
He cut her off. “Let me handle this! Who’s down here?! Show yourself! Aurelia, stay behind me, dammit!” 
“Rhydian stop!” 
He ignored her. 
Without warning, she stomped a boot into the back of his right knee. 
Rhydian collapsed immediately with a shocked grunt, both knees bruising on the damp stone floor. Somehow, he had managed to hold on to his sword. 
He raised his incredulous gaze to her. “What the hells Aurelia?” 
She held up her dust-covered hands, placating him, urging him to stand down. Her green eyes were wide, and she coughed at the dust settling around them.
“Rhydian, I’m sorry… it’s okay, we’re okay.” 
Dropping her hands when he lowered his sword, she looked down at her chest. 
“What were you thinking?” she snapped. 
Rhydian’s gaze slid down to her cloak. Something moved amongst the fabric.
He sat his arse down on the heels of his boots, taking his bodyweight off his bruised knees. 
What in the hells was going on?
“Ah, I’m sorry,” the small voice announced, sounding peevish. “I’m sorry. I... I didn’t plan for this.” A tiny, frustrated sigh came from Aurelia’s shirt.
Rhydian’s eyes widened, horrified. 
A tiny pair of shining eyes had appeared from the shadows of her shirt.
The lizard… the lizard had spoken. It could talk.
“Fuck me.” It was all he could think of to say. 
The tiny eyes blinked. 
“Excuse you,” the small voice snapped.
Aurelia stepped back from Rhydian’s expression towards the hunting scene behind her. Raising her hands again, she tried to explain.
“Rhydian, before you-”
Whatever Aurelia was going to say was muffled by the tapestry. Instead of coming up against a solid wall, the tapestry split around her.
Aurelia lost her footing and tripped. Rhydian tried to grab her, but she fell, slipping through his fingers. 
She fell through the tapestry, dust exploding around them.
When the air cleared, and Rhydian could catch his breath, Aurelia was gone.
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Aurelia


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

Shit .
“I’m okay,” Aurelia called out after catching her breath.
Rubbing her ankle, the one that was supposed to be injured already, Aurelia snorted. She glanced up. Both Flare and Rhydian were staring down at her. Neither of them looked comforted by her words of reassurance.
“Are you talking to… it? Or to me?” Rhydian asked, poking his head through the split in the ruined tapestry. 
He looked ridiculous, with only his head floating amongst the fabric, and one hand below, holding her flickering lantern. The shadows from his cheekbones hooded his wide blue eyes. Strands of dust and cobwebs crowned his golden brown hair, which was tousled messily around his face. 
“Excuse me?” Flare hissed in disgust, from near Rhydian’s head. “I am not an it!”
Flare had leapt from her clothing as she had fallen backwards into the room where she now sat on her arse. The dragon had landed on the inside of the stone archway, previously hidden by the tapestry.
Staring at Rhydian’s disembodied head and the tiny purple reptile, Aurelia wanted to laugh. Or cry. Or scream.
How was she supposed to explain this to the Elder?
Rhydian’s gaze slid to his left, his eyes narrowing at Flare.
“Listen here, you little-”
“I am not little, you-”
“Both of you!” Aurelia snapped. “Stop it! Right now!”
She stared up at them from where she’d landed on her backside. Both of them froze. After a beat, the dragon looked sheepish. The prince looked grim.
“I was talking to both of you,” she snapped again.
Rhydian looked like he was about to say something else, but after glancing back at her face, he changed his mind. Instead, he stepped cautiously into the room, looking around. Flare took off from the doorway, flying further into the room. He settled on top of something that clinked under his claws.
Rhydian lifted the lantern higher, the light spilling over the old suit of armour that Flare had landed on. The dragon was peering into the visor of the helm.
“My gods,” he murmured, glancing around. The light played over the shadows of other suits of armour, along with weapons stacked around them in racks and along the walls. “Its an old armoury.” He gazed up at the vaulted ceiling. “I don’t know why the archway was behind an old tapestry, or why the passage that we came down was behind those old doors back there. But we must be somewhere below the courtyard now, behind the stables, or barracks perhaps.”
The low lantern light flickered dimly in the dusty air as he continued to turn around. Stepping closer to a suit of dull metal on its wooden frame, he whistled. 
“These are really old,” he murmured. “I don’t recognise these designs at all.” 
Aurelia’s sneeze had Rhydian turn back around to face her. He reached out a hand to help her up from her awkward sprawl. Ignoring his hand, Aurelia hoisted herself up, wiping the back of her pants. Looking at Rhydian’s hair, Aurelia knew she’d have a backside covered in dirt and cobwebs too. His offered hand curled up and dropped away. 
Looking around her at the previously hidden room, it was obvious that she wouldn’t be in here without him. But he hadn’t known this room was here, had he? No one had been down here for years; the thick dust on the pathway had shown that. And she had felt a draught on her way past, so she might have discovered it. 
But to use him like a tool? Was that what she was doing?
Watching him examine the room with his wide blue eyes, Aurelia’s thoughts turned inwards. There was no room for her feelings for Rhydian to be anything remotely close to his. She examined his expression as he flicked a finger at an oxidised bronze shield that was hanging up on a wooden frame. The chime that rang out was dull, the metal tarnished by time. He seemed utterly calm, unashamed. 
That’s supposed to be me, unashamed and ready for whatever I need to be. 
Unafraid.
Aurelia glanced up to the armour where Flare had landed. He’d disappeared from the shoulder plate, but his spiked tail was poking out of the eye socket of the helm.
Rhydian had stepped closer to the shield. His fingers were tracing the lines of the decoration across the shield. It was covered with an organic pattern of spirals and jagged lines, the overall design forming an elaborate K. 
“So,” Rhydian cleared his throat. He moved away from the shield, stepping towards her with the lantern in one hand. “Your lizard can talk?” 
Inside the suit of armour, a tiny huff echoed over the scrabbling of sharp claws on metal. 
“Rhydian, Flare is not a lizard,” Aurelia murmured. “Speaking of,” she raised her voice, “he was supposed to keep that information to himself.”
The scrabbling inside the armour paused.
“I apologise for my outburst,” Flare’s contrite voice came from the suit of armour’s left arm. “The prince’s, um, declaration, it took me by surprise.”
Rhydian’s expression was clear and unguarded. Eventually, one corner of his mouth twitched, and he shrugged. Reaching down, he picked up her bag, walking further into the room, the lantern held high. 
Aurelia closed her eyes as he passed her.
He loved her.
What was she supped to do with that? What she was tempted to do was stalk over to the suit of armour and punch it. Or perhaps knock it over completely. Crossing her arms over her chest, she forced herself to turn away. Let Flare hide from her anger a bit longer. She followed the prince further into the room, around the round wooden table that was placed in the centre. It was finely made and seemed too nice a table to be placed away, hidden down here.
“Rhydian,” Aurelia sighed, following him into the chamber. “Please look at me.”
Instead of answering, Rhydian ignored her. He set the lantern and her bag on the end of the wooden bench that spanned the full length of the far back. The bench was sturdy but crudely made and was bare of clutter. But the rough stone wall above it was covered with weapons. The entire wall, from close to the floor up to the curved ceiling, was filled. Spears, axes, swords, knives, maces, crossbows and arrows were arranged in patterns, fanned out by size and shape. Jagged shadows above the lantern looked like shadow puppets playing out along the stones above.
Leaning over the bench, Rhydian tilted his head, taking in the entire array. It was impressive as well as intimidating. Aurelia dragged her eyes away from the shape of the toned muscles of his shoulders. Her delicate eyesight had picked something up further along the wall of weapons, lower down towards the slate floor. The end of the bench didn’t quite meet the corner of the room. She just made out a low patch of wall in the shadows, where there were no weapons. There was a drawing on the stones. 
Aurelia smiled, recognising the main shape at the top of the scene. 
A winged beast hovered over a badly etched blue chalk sky. It was hovering over a castle on top of a mountain. Kneeling down in front of it, Aurelia ran her fingertips carefully over the chalk dragon. It was a simple design, similar to her graffiti back in the corridor of Lolihud.
Aurelia glanced down at her hands, remembering the purple tattoo ink of years before. It had stained her fingertips for weeks. Her parents had been livid, ready to tear shreds off the elf responsible. Until they’d realised that the elf was Fox.
“I always said I’d have a dragon of my own one day,” she whispered.
His movements careful, Rhydian knelt beside her, his breath catching. A scraping, scrabbling sound behind had them both turn. The tiny dragon had climbed back atop the armour behind them. 
Flare was staring at the drawing on the wall, slitted eyes blinking rapidly. 
“Dragons,” Rhydian murmured. His voice was soft. His gaze slid from Flare to Aurelia. She nodded.
“There are myths and stories…” his voice faded, the pain in his blue eyes echoing the ache in her heart.
Rubbing his forehead and shaking his head, Rhydian turned back to the wall, settling down on the heels of his boots. Realising the curse was causing him pain again; Aurelia reached out and placed her hand on his arm. He was trembling.
At first, Rhydian stiffened at her touch. After a moment, he reached up and grabbed her hand with his own. Resting her chin on his shoulder, Aurelia watched him reach out, touching the chalk as she had. He smelt like dust, along with a musky scent that was all his own. Aurelia ignored the coil of warmth that was spreading through her at his proximity, needing to focus. She peered closer to the figure.
With a trembling finger, Rhydian was tracing the image of a stick figure that she hadn’t noticed at first. It was perched on top of the castle. The figure’s round head was covered with badly drawn long dark hair, and one thin arm was raised towards the dragon. It was holding up something small, green and pointy. 
Flare hissed behind them as the lantern light flickered around them.
“Oh gods,” Aurelia breathed.
Rhydian’s finger paused over the tiny green shape. 
Behind them, the soft rustling of Flare’s wings echoed the feeling of the hairs rising on the back of her neck. He’d landed on the table behind them.
“Aurelia,” Flare’s voice was serious. 
She nodded, exhaling slowly.
“Is that...?” Rhydian’s voice trailed off as he withdrew his finger off the wall. Sensing a shift in the air, he glanced around, blue eyes dark and hooded at this angle. He swivelled back at the drawing.
“Yes.” Aurelia sat back on her heels, needing space from Rhydian, his scent. Needing space from his warmth and his heart. Her own was beating strangely. “It’s a dagger.”
The tiny dagger, a simple smudge of green chalk, was like a beacon in the dark. The idea that she was close should have filled her with relief that she wasn’t going to fail. She should have felt triumphant. But she was feeling nauseous. Flare’s wings rustled again, a soft sound like leather on leather.
Rhydian frowned. A faint sheen had broken out on his forehead, and he licked his dry lips.
“You’re looking for that, aren’t you?” His fingertip hovered over the green speck. His hand was trembling slightly.
“Yes.” Her voice was a hoarse whisper.
“This means it’s probably close by.”
“Yes.”
“I see.” Rhydian wiped his forehead with his sleeve. 
The image on the wall shimmered, and Aurelia had to blink to clear her eyes. Her heart was trying to break out of her chest. Dust motes drifted past and the musty smell of the chamber was going to make her sneeze. She swallowed.
Rhydian licked his lips again. “I see,” he repeated. “I said I’d help you. So let me help you. Please.” 
Aurelia cleared her throat. Her heart was bruising itself against her ribs.
“I don’t-” Aurelia paused. There was not much left to say. “You will. You will help me,” she eventually finished. Her throat felt hot and she couldn’t meet his gaze.
Rhydian narrowed his eyes at her, suspicious of her change of heart. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” she whispered, blinking rapidly. It was the dust in the air making her eyes water, that was all. Aurelia coughed to clear the lump in her throat.
Rhydian reached out, wiping a thumb across her cheek. He stared at his hand as he withdrew it, rubbing her tears between his fingers. 
Aurelia inhaled shakily. Even in the dim lantern light and covered in dust, he was beautiful. Inside and out, nothing at all like the son of a monstrous king should be. Rhydian’s kind eyes rose back from his hand to her face.
“I trust you,” he murmured.
Her lips formed words even as her throat could not.
You shouldn’t.
That thought cleared her head. Aurelia reached out and placed a hand on each side of his face, her thumbs caressing his cheekbones. He turned his head slightly and kissed one of her palms. 
“I’m sorry about earlier, what I said,” he murmured with a soft smile. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“Don’t be sorry. I… This is just more… complicated than you realise.”
“It’s okay,” he murmured. He turned to kiss her other palm, his lips dry and warm. His smile turned wistful. “I know I’m a fool. You’re going soon. But I meant what I said.”
He was too innocent and too pure to be real, but his kisses had calmed her heart like the sweetest balm. Aurelia smiled as he leant closer. When he paused, waiting for her response, she tilted her face towards him. He closed the distance between them and kissed the dusty tip of her nose. 
“Your scaly friend,” he murmured. “His name is Flare?”
“Flare, yes,” she breathed, her gaze on his lips. Rhydian leaned down, kissing her cheek.
A tiny huff came from the table in the centre of the room.
“Flare,” Rhydian repeated, whispering against her ear. “How do you make him go away?” 
Her eyes widened, and warmth bloomed inside her chest.
This was mad. This was- 
Rhydian kissed her earlobe. 
The tiny voice huffed again, along with the sound of wings flapping away from the table.
“All you had to do was ask,” Flare grumbled, heading towards the archway. The passage of his wings caused the lantern to flicker slightly, and he landed on the stones. Before he scrambled through the tapestry, he called back.
“Don’t forget what you are here to do, Aurelia.” 
The dusty fabric closed in place.
They were alone. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Not wasting time, Rhydian sealed his mouth to hers. His lips were sweet. Opening to him, Aurelia met his urgency with equal passion. He gasped against her as she bit his bottom lip; the sound spreading the warmth in her chest lower, deeper.
With her hands twisted in Rhydian’s shirt, Aurelia stood up, dragging Rhydian with her. His mouth was joined to hers the whole time, lips sealed to her. When they finally stumbled upright, Aurelia released his shirt and slid her hands along his shoulders before resting her palms against his neck.
Rhydian’s hands slid over her waist, lingering where her back dipped and swelled again. He moaned against her lips, clearly unashamed at letting her know how she felt against him.
Pulling his hair with a tug to catch his attention, Aurelia pulled him away from his kiss, breathing fast. 
“Your pants are coming off,” she murmured, standing on tiptoes. She leaned forward, breathing in his scent, and scraped her teeth against his earlobe. “Now.”
Rhydian tensed against her, then hissed in pleasure as she bit down. Not enough to draw blood, but with enough force to get his attention. 
“Wait,” he gasped.
“I’m done with waiting,” she hissed.
“I mean wait only a moment,” Rhydian panted, his wide eyes on her face. “Do you have wine?” He glanced at her bag on the trestle table beside them. It was hard to tell in the dark, but his cheeks looked flushed.
“I have a flask,” she replied, frowning. “Why? Do you need courage for this?”
Rhydian blushed again, unwrapping her arms from around his neck. He shook his head mutely. Moving quickly, he opened her bag, pulling out the small clay flask.
“No courage required.” He held up the flask, uncorking it. “But I’d like to wash my hands.” He poured a little over each of his hands, and then wiped them on the inside of his shirt.
The sweetness of his words had her smiling. She held out her hands. With a soft laugh, he bit his lip and poured wine over her dusty hands as well. He used his shirt to dry them.
“Thank you, Rhydian.”
Nodding, Rhydian placed the flask back on the table behind her. As he straightened, he grabbed her hands and rested them on his chest, resting his forehead against hers. Just breathing together.
Eventually, his lips found hers again, slower, and it was her turn to make a soft sound in the back of her throat. The sweetness of his kiss was undoing her hard resolve about how wrong this was. The softness of his lips, the feel of his hands on her, felt right.
Rhydian broke away, but only to press his lips to her neck, then her collarbone with deep reverence. Letting go of her hands, he undid her cloak, dropping it away to the floor. With great care, he ran his hands over her shoulders, down her arms, and to her waist. Aurelia lifted the hem of her shirt from her pants, and he slid it up and over her head. His warm fingers grazed the curves of her breasts beneath her undershirt.
Rhydian’s sharp intake of breath sent a shiver deep along her spine. His lids were heavy as he gazed down at the thin material over her chest. Enjoying his attention, Aurelia unlaced the soft material, and when it parted, Rhydian’s gaze darkened. He took a deep breath in and held it before releasing it slowly. His hands found hers again. He squeezed them, twining his fingers around hers.
“You’re beautiful,” he murmured. Aurelia laughed. She squeezed his hands.
“So are you.”
He smiled at that, another sweet curve of his lips, softened by the flickering lantern light. After placing his hands firmly on her waist, Aurelia ran her fingertips along his chest, down his stomach, and then hooked them in the top of his weapons belt. His breath hitched again as he leant forward. Her hands fumbled as his mouth made contact with one breast, then the other. His lips were gentle and his breath was hot against her skin. She was melting from the inside out at his touch.
“Rhydian,” she sighed, tugging at his belt. “Help me.”
Smiling wider, his cheeks flushed again, Rhydian’s capable fingers pushed hers out of the way. With a clatter, his weapons dropped to the floor. He undid his cloak as well, letting it fall away. Without her having to ask, his pants dropped to his ankles quickly after. They were caught on his boots, but that was fine with her. He wasn’t going anywhere. Rhydian paused, hands by his sides, naked below the waist and clearly ready for her. But he looked unsure, the light flickering over his uncertain expression.
“Here I am,” Aurelia smiled. Clasping his hands, she placed one behind her neck, the other at her waist. “I’m here.”
His blue eyes, dark with desire and shadows, met hers.
Walking him back to the bench, Aurelia undid her belt and pants, and dropped them to the top of her boots, along with her undergarments. The cool air of the chamber slid around her skin, but she was burning with desire now. She reached up and grabbed his hand from her neck, and kissed his fingers, wetting them with her mouth. His eyes widened and his lips formed a prayer as she guided the moisture to the sensitive flesh between her thighs. A soft moan escaped her as he moved his hands where she directed.
“Is that enough?” he whispered against her lips.
“I hope so,” Aurelia murmured with a smirk against his mouth, her other hand grasping the sizable length of him.
Rhydian gasped.
This was mad. She knew that and accepted it. But she would take this, what he freely offered, while there was still time.
Releasing him, Aurelia twisted them around so her back bumped the bench. 
“Help me up here, beautiful,” she said, reaching out to grab him.
“Wait,” he murmured. He looked around.
Moving quickly, Rhydian grabbed her discarded cloak from the floor, shook it off, and placed it along the bench behind her. She laughed when his hands finally found her backside and lifted her up with a teasing squeeze. 
Without hesitating, Rhydian’s warm mouth found her breasts again, his hands cupping them. As her head tilted back, she caught a glimpse of words scratched or roughly scraped into the wall amongst the weapons above them. She lost sight of them as Rhydian’s head came up, finding her mouth again. Aurelia ran her tongue over his teeth, then along his tongue. He gasped again, his hands dropping to her waist, as she reached down, guiding him to where she needed.
His moan deep in his chest matched her aching gasp as he pressed his hips forward. 
“All of you,” she moaned, wrapping her legs around his waist, urging him deeper when he stilled, breathing hard.
“Aurelia, gods, Aurelia.” Her name was a desperate prayer on his lips while he trembled against her. He paused again, feeling her body adjust. She tensed around him, teasing. He moaned wordlessly again, dropping his forehead to her shoulder. He seemed utterly lost within her, lost in his pleasure. 
“Move with me, Rhydian.” Wrapping her hands back in his hair, she moved against him. And finally he started to move.
Oh gods.
Rhydian moved again, a slow rhythm forming from his shaking thrusts.
“Yes,” her voice was desperate in his ear. He increased his pace slightly and kept going. It was bliss, it was light, and it was glorious. She hissed. “Yes.“ One hand curled around his neck, the other between them, where their bodies touched, increasing her pleasure. 
“Yes, Rhydian…”
“Aurelia…”
The table was rattling, and the shadows danced on the surrounding walls. Aurelia closed her eyes, losing herself to the deep, searing pleasure of Rhydian’s flesh against hers. Her pleasure was a tight spiral, starting to uncoil within her. Rhydian moaned again, loudly, and she blushed at the sound of his pleasure. She hoped Flare had flown far away.
Oh, gods, this was divine. He was divine.
“Yes, Rhydian, yes.”
Next to her ear, his voice was strained. “Aurelia, I…”
“I’m so close, my prince, so close. Are you with me?”
Rhydian’s hands tightened against her waist, but his thrusts slowed. Not stopping, but he moved with exquisite slowness while he caught his breath.
“Are you okay?” Aurelia whispered, lost in halted pleasure and confusion.
His soft laugh was almost a sob. He kissed her mouth, rested his forehead back on hers.
“I’m, this, is just… you feel so good, but…” He kissed her again. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
Wanting to cry out in frustration, Aurelia bit her lip. He seemed so unsure. But it had been wonderful. She wasn’t sure what the problem was. She pushed him off of her with a shove and his eyes widened in shock. Grabbing his hair, she held his face still before hers. Dust motes floated around them like tiny stars, winking in the soft light. 
“Rhydian, listen to me.”
He playfully licked her kiss-flushed lips and nodded, biting his bottom lip.
“Pick up your cloak and shake it off.”
Trying not to trip over his pants around his boots, he lent down awkwardly. Hiding her smile, Aurelia hopped off the bench and turned her back to him. Rhydian’s sharp intake of breath pleased her as she leant over slightly. 
“Put your cloak between the bench and my breasts.”
His hands come around her side, the cloak wadded in his grip as he did what she asked. She grabbed his wrists before he could step back.
“Continue.”
“Do you want me to-”
“Rhydian!” she hissed, bending forward further.
“Oh my gods,” he breathed, frozen.
“Rhydian, so help me,” Aurelia cried, “I want you right now and I want you to keep going until both of us are a mess on the floor.”
There was a shocked silence behind her. Then he moved. His lips brushed her back, and one hand caressed her hip. He was back where he needed him, and she arched into and around him. Her moan was of relief, his of wild pleasure, as he grabbed her hips and moved. Without hesitating this time.
The moan that escaped her was almost a sob, and she lowered herself closer to the table, pressing back tighter into him. It spurned him on, and Rhydian’s gasps turned to breathless moans as he moved against her. She tasted dust and his scent on her lips as she pressed her face down into his cloak. Her body was a coil, ready to spring and release. She was close; her body flushed all over with heat and pleasure. 
“Oh gods, Aurelia, I-” Rhydian cried, increasing his movements.
“Do not stop.”
“I’m so close. Wait, what about-”
“I’m fine, don’t you dare stop,” she managed to gasp out, taking his thrusts even as he worried. Like all young Elves at home, they knew how to prevent anything from resulting from their trysts. 
Even as Aurelia closed her eyes, lost in bliss, the world bloomed with pleasure around her. Rhydian tensed against her, feeling her release. With a wild cry, he thrust once, twice, and then a third time. He cried out again, his hands tight around her waist. 
Surprised at the glow of bliss that was still pulsing within her, Aurelia sobbed into his cloak. It had been that good, this was right and she was mad. Her pleasure crashed through her in a wave of light and even as it faded, she trembled, awed by the feelings welling up from deep within.
Rhydian, what are you doing to me?
Panting, he collapsed above her, pressing his face into her flushed skin. All they could do was breathe together. It sounded like he was repeating her name. One hand released her waist and slid up to play with her hair. It had come loose. Now it was a mass of wild locks down her back. 
As Rhydian’s breathing slowed, it sounded like he’d mumbled something else apart from her name. 
“Mmm?” She turned her face sideways against his cloak, the material brushing against her cheek.
“I wondered,” Rhydian laughed, his eyes strangely unfocused, his hair sticking up wildly, “if I’m squashing you.”
Moving her hips, Aurelia sighed. “Mmm.” His weight was heavy, but hot. “No, you’re not. But I need air.”
“Oh. Okay. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
“I’m fine,” she reassured him. 
Rhydian sounded like he didn’t realise how delicate she wasn’t. A thought struck her.
Hang on. He wasn’t… that wasn’t his first…?
Her thoughts were interrupted by his shocked cry as he stumbled off of her, backing away. It wasn’t the sound of sated pleasure that she expected.
She twisted, and her satisfaction turned into concern at his expression. Rhydian had staggered away, his backside coming to rest against the table that held the lantern. He was holding his head; face a grimace of pain, eyes wide and staring at the wall above her. Aurelia straightened up in concern, reaching for him even as she turned to look up at the words she’d seen scraped into the stones.
There was a soft sigh behind, and she turned. Rhydian was collapsing into a heap behind her, his eyes closed. Aurelia just managed to catch his head before it hit the cold stone floor. 
“Rhydian? Rhydian!”
Aurelia’s frantic cries were useless. He had fainted dead away.
Her eyes sprung back to the wall above them.
BLOOD BINDS ALL

Feeling torn, she left Rhydian to his faint. Aurelia grabbed the lantern and swung it close to the wall. Amongst all the larger weapons, like the fool she was, she hadn’t seen the smaller ones. They were arranged in a small fan, amongst a larger fan of swords. In a fan of cruel and beautiful blades, daggers of all shapes, colours and materials were on display. There were about thirty in total making up the design.
But the fan was incomplete. In the very centre was a gap. A tiny iron bracket was empty where a dagger was missing.
Shit.
A hoarse noise below her nearly startled her into dropping the lantern.
Looking down, her gaze met Rhydian’s unfocused gaze.
“I know where it is,” the prince gasped, before passing out cold again.
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Rhydian


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

“I know where it is,” Rhydian repeated, finally conscious. His voice sounded strange, like his head was filled with thick wool. 
But his eyes danced with visions of Aneirin’s wild valleys, jagged peaks in the distance, and green meadows. And a crowd of hooded figures, greeting the rising sun at dawn.
Rhydian grabbed his head. 
No. 
Not figures, but tall stones, standing firm in the grass.
The tall stones rippled, merging into just one dark glittering rock. And then eventually it was Aurelia’s face that shimmered in front of him, a face of shadows and light, and her dusty hair wild about her face. Right at that moment, it seemed impossible that she wasn’t the mysterious woman of his dreams. Except that Aurelia’s face was pale with concern, her green eyes wide with fear.
Aurelia was trying to keep him down, but Rhydian was fighting her hands to sit up. Despite the room spinning around him, he had to tell her; he had to get the words out before they fled his pounding head. Aurelia was saying something. He could see her lips move, but all he could hear was an oddly melodic ringing in his ears. He knew he must have passed out; the details were still hazy. 
But something was clear in his mind.
It was the image of the green crystal shard, illustrated by a child’s hand on the wall. The dagger that Aurelia was looking for, something that made his heart race and his palms sweat.
Rhydian coughed, pushing Aurelia's hands away. His mouth was dry, tasting of dust. He held out a hand, motioning her to wait. After coughing again, he ran his fingers through his wild hair, getting the sticky strands out of his eyes.
Aurelia's green eyes were wide and ran over him with concern and something else that he couldn't quite name. Her lips moved again. He shrugged. She pushed away from him in exasperation, getting to her feet. She grabbed his cloak from the bench and held it up, shaking it. He shook his head, ears still ringing. Her expression changed into frustration. She stepped forward, dropping his cloak into his lap.
What?
He looked down at himself. 
“Oh.” 
He was half naked on the grimy floor. 
Wait.
Because when he’d fainted, he’d been making love with Aurelia.
And then I fainted.
He closed his eyes against the images of her naked flesh below him. The room was still spinning behind his closed lids and the room seemed to tilt sideways. Rhydian hurriedly opened his eyes back up, his hands tightening on the puddle of the cloak in his lap. Her green gaze was cool. He noticed she was fully dressed. 
How long was he out?
The ringing in his ears was fading.
“I’m okay,” he murmured, his voice sounding more normal, trying to stand up. The dark room tilted again. 
Aurelia surged forward to steady him; he could hear her speaking his name now. As her chest came level with his eyes, all Rhydian could picture was her naked skin.
He took a deep breath, holding out his hand to catch her arm. “I am not okay. But I will be.”
Sensing his distress, Aurelia knelt down, hesitated a moment, then wrapped her arms around him. The rough callouses on her hands made him shiver as she squeezed one hand on the back of his neck and pressed her face into his hair.
“Rhydian, what happened?” Her voice was a hoarse whisper.
“The dagger,” he began, not sure how else to explain the image in his mind. His eyes snagged on the wall of weapons above her shoulders. Rhydian's gaze travelled around them slowly, testing his reaction. But there was no blinding red pain in his head. No searing heat. Whatever shock he had received had come and gone. He swallowed.
He stared at the empty space of the central design. He stared at the words.
Blood Binds All

“It’s a shard of green crystal,” he murmured. 
Aurelia tensed, then nodded against him. One of her hands fiddled idly with her shirt above her heart.
“Right,” he said, turning his face to hers. It was hard to tell in the dim light between them, but she still looked pale. He placed his hands on her face. 
“It’s okay,” he murmured. His gaze searched hers for understanding. “I told you I could help. Well, I don’t know how I know. But I know where the dagger is.”
He pulled away, and Aurelia got to her feet, one hand on the table pulling herself up. She tried to speak, then thought better of it.
“Lets get cleaned up,” he said, steadying himself against the table as he rose. The ringing in his ears had stopped, and the room was only tilted by a degree or two. Aurelia nodded, but she looked miserable. 
“Where is it?” she spoke quietly, her clear gaze roaming over his face. Her arms were limp by her sides.
Rhydian blinked, his throat tightening. He cleared his throat and carefully leant down to pull up his pants. Soft images of Aurelia moving beneath him crowded his mind once again. Hardening his heart, he reached for his weapons belt, turning slightly away from her as he did the buckle up. 
“If I take you to it,” he said, speaking to the empty side of the room, “it means you’ll be leaving soon.”
“Yes.” Aurelia’s reply was soft, like a cobweb floating through the shadows.
“Yes,” Rhydian repeated. His laugh was dry, more like a choked sob. “I knew that. I just wanted to hear you say it.”
“Where is it, Rhydian?” she repeated.
Turning back, he pulled her into his arms and pressed his face into her hair, revelling in the floral sweetness of her scent. He’d made his choice; he would help her however he could. It was the only thing he could do to be whatever she needed him to be before she was gone. 
Rhydian stared at the daggers on the wall, where the missing dagger had once rested. He really didn’t know how he knew. 
But he knew where it had gone.
“You’ve already been there,” he murmured into Aurelia’s hair. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The ring of stones remained hunched in their meadow, powerful, silent and mysterious, and the deep hum of the river with its whirlpool could be heard from across the field. The falling rain was heavy, and the low clouds seemed to touch the tops of the giant trees across the river in the low light.
Rhydian blinked away the rain from his eyelashes. Not that it did any good. He turned to Aurelia. Her face was a mask beside him as she sat slumped on her horse. The meadow around was a dark green, the normal, bright tones of the grass now a wet, matted sea under their horse’s hooves. They’d ridden straight from the castle, through the city. Their ride through the farmlands and up to the stones had been one without a single word spoken. Flare, who had been waiting in the outside passage, was now back inside Aurelia’s cloak. 
“Flare-” Aurelia had begun, but the dragon spoke first.
“I heard,” said Flare, his glittering purple eyes piercing into Rhydian’s.
Rhydian hadn’t asked what Flare had heard. Rhydian had just stalked past the reptile on the wall, simply unable to handle that right now.
So now he and Aurelia were sitting on their horses in the rain. It was cold and miserable, with lightning flashing in the distance. The thunder rolled down the valley soon after. 
While they had been deep within the castle, they’d had no knowledge of the changing weather. Coming up to the grey skies had been a surprise. In much the same way, he’d been shocked to find a room that he had no idea had existed.
Rhydian had questions. Where was his father? Did he know about the rooms? Or was it forgotten long before his father had succeeded the throne? Rhydian turned back to the stones, dripping with water. There was an eeriness about them.
Would the king be back before or after Aurelia had gone? 
Blackthorn stamped under him. The horse could feel Rhydian’s unease at being back so close to the dark pillars of stone. He hadn’t told Aurelia that seeing the stones again just now had given him another revelation. Rhydian glanced down at his wet hands holding Blackthorn’s reins. The image morphed with that of a small pair of hands, a memory, and burying something amidst the stones.
Sighing, Rhydian raised his gaze and looked out over the sodden fields. The wheat wasn’t ripe for harvest; thank the gods, so there were no farmers shaking their fists at the rain. But the long green stalks were bent over under the rain. He inhaled, tasting the grass and water in the air.
Aurelia urged her horse closer to Blackthorn. Rhydian was surprised his horse didn’t shy away. A tiny sneeze sounded from under her cloak. Rhydian hoped the creature inside was as wet and miserable as he was. 
The rain continued in to pour down around them. 
“How did you know to come here?” Aurelia’s voice was flat.
“I…” Rhydian glanced at his hands. “Mm, I don’t know. I can’t describe it. The image that came to me… it’s like trying to find the edge of a shadow.”
Aurelia was silent, thoughtful. She nodded slowly, eyes back on the stones. Neither of them made a move to dismount, and the rain continued to fall in unpleasant, frigid sheets around them. The thunder was louder, rumbling the earth below.
“Dragons, they’re not supposed to exist,” Rhydian continued, the rain cold in his mouth. He had to raise his voice as thunder sounded again. “But you’ve shown me that they do.”
Aurelia shrugged, dislodging the rain on her shoulders. Her head was bare to the rain and her hair looked dead black. 
He forged on. “Lady Hywel, the librarian, used to tell me of dragons being here long ago. There were other stories too, of dark magic users.” He paused. “Elves.”
“Dark magic?” Aurelia asked with a snort, her voice sharp.
“Yes. Dark magic.”
Aurelia bit her lip and shook her head. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”
Before he could respond, Aurelia wrapped her reins around the soaked pommel of her horse, sliding off the saddle onto the wet grass below. Her boots made a wet squelch as she sunk into the softening turf. She stared at him over her horse, one hand over her soaked cloak, where Flare was squirming.
“Are you coming?” Her voice was calm.
He was only a few metres away, but that felt much too close.
“I…” Rhydian shook his head. “I can’t go further.”
Aurelia stared at him a moment, then spun around, stalking off into the rain.
“In the centre,” he called, his voice thick with dread. The closer she got to her goal, the further she would be from him. 
She waved a limp hand to show that she’d heard him, but didn’t turn around. 
When she got to the ring of stones, Aurelia didn’t even pause. She stepped between them and kept going. Rhydian’s hands tightened on his reins. He’d almost expected her to shimmer and disappear. But she passed into the ring with no trouble. 
It didn’t take her long. Aurelia looked around, found the centre, and knelt.
She dug her hands into the soil, pulling the turf away. The grass and mud came away easily, softened as it was by the rain. Rhydian sat up straighter on his horse as Aurelia leant back. In her hands was a bundle of cloth. Lightning flashed, blue-white, and thunder cracked soon after. He squinted. As some of the mud washed away in the rain, a weave of gold thread amongst dark blue became visible. 
Rhydian swallowed. The feel of that blanket was familiar to the same hands that now clutched Blackthorn’s reins tightly. He could remember rubbing it against his cheek for comfort, while sucking on his thumb, as a child.
Aurelia unwrapped the bundle carefully. When the fabric was finally pulled open, she stared at the contents for only a moment. She raised her head to look at Rhydian; her face expressionless, and rain pouring down her cheeks. 
He knew. 
Aurelia looked back down, slipping the item into her cloak opposite to the side where Flare was hidden. She folded the blanket and carefully placed it back into the hole. After dragging the turf back over the hole, she sat back on her heels and faced the sky. White light flashed again, the thunder roared at almost the same time. 
Rhydian’s horse stamped again, and Aurelia’s horse whinnied. He reached out and grabbed her horse’s bridle as it danced backwards from the stones.
“Aurelia,” Rhydian called, “we need to move.”
Aurelia got up, shaking off the mud as best she could. Without hurrying, she walked across the circle and passed back through the ring of stones. When she got to her horse, she unwound the reins from the pommel, not looking at him. The rain plastered her hair to her head; she tried twice before she could mount her horse.
As they reined their horses around, Aurelia finally spoke. She didn’t raise her voice, so he watched her lips form the words as much as he heard them.
“Why are you helping me?”
The lightning flashed again, the sky above and the earth below in tandem with their rumbles. His skin tingled and Blackthorn snorted, eager to get back. Rhydian patted the horse’s sodden neck.
“Aurelia, you know why.” Rhydian urged his horse in front to lead the way back to the road. “To help you do what you need to do.”
Rhydian stared straight ahead, at the mountain above and the terraces of his city, his people. It was hard to see more than a few paces past the road. Rhydian’s gaze settled on the wet stones of his castle. From this far away and through the rain, it was crouched on the side of the mountain like a giant grey shadow.
“And what about you?” Aurelia called behind him, her voice almost lost in the rain. “What do you need to do?”
“I need to speak with my father. He’ll be back soon. I just know he will.”
He wasn’t sure Aurelia heard him; his own voice was lost in the rain as well.
Father, I need answers.
Rhydian licked away the moisture coating his lips, tasting the life giving water that gave life to the land of his people.
I know you have them.
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Aneirin Castle

“Weirdo!” 
“Freak!”
The cruel voices of small children rang from behind the stables. Cas winced as he mounted up, both at the taunts outside, and at his tender flesh. 
He’d had enough magic left after last night to sense the king approaching, and he’d had to move quicker than he’d liked. There was no way that Cas was going to let him slip by without making good on their bargain. 
As he walked his horse from the inn’s stables, he caught a look at a group of small children crowded around a taller brown-haired boy. The taller height of the victim, backed up to the communal well in the small yard behind the guesthouse, made no difference. The other children, all clean and looking like privileged little snots, were poking at their prey with sticks, taunting him.
The horse whinnied in response to a startled whimper from the tall boy. Cas snorted. One of the little shits must have poked him somewhere sensitive. Patting the horse’s neck, Cas urged his mount around the side of the inn and onto the street. 
“Don’t worry,” Cas muttered to the horse, thinking of the boys of his youth and their relentless taunting of his eyes. “Eventually, he’ll get over it and knock them down.”
Cas shrugged as the boy whimpered behind them again. 
“Or he’ll give up and die a miserable coward.”
Harsh, but true nonetheless. He should know. He kicked his horse into a trot and headed down the steep roads of Aneirin, the cobbles slick with the heavy rain.
Cas reigned in his horse a short distance away from the great lower gate of the town wall, rain dripping off his hair. The two guards closest to him wandered over, one of the men calling out for him to move along. Cas pointed to himself, his finger poking his chest under his embroidered cloak, and then the road behind them. With a smirk, Cas laughed as the guards turned, swore, and ran back to their posts.
Together they watched the king ride along the wet road, and through the long, covered arch under the wall. At the gates, the king waved the guards away when they bowed. 
The king was wearing plain clothes in dark colours under his grey cloak. But the few townspeople who were out in the poor weather knew it was him who rode past. The tall man sat like a king, regal, handsome and full of self-importance. Most bowed. Some only stared, wet faces expressionless, with a barely negligible bob of their head.
“Careful, King Aran,” Cas muttered, as his horse danced impatiently under him. “Your people are warm and fed, but they don’t love you, do they?”
Spotting Cas, the king reined in his horse next to Cas, looking him up and down. Cas shifted uneasily as the king raised one groomed eyebrow. 
“Waiting long, Cas?” the king asked, like he was tasting Cas’ name and enjoying its flavour. Cas ignored the provocation and attempted his own.
“How much is your word worth?” Cas said, forcing his face to smirk, even as his throat tightened at the memory of the king’s apparition in his room the night before. “You owe me, sire.”
The king raised both eyebrows at Cas’ tone. “That I do.” 
He eyed Cas up and down again, his pale blue eyes assessing, water dripping down his finely shaped cheeks. Eventually, his head tilted back, eyes narrowed and looking down his nose. 
“Follow me,” was all the king said, and urged his horse onwards.
Their silent ride back and forth along the rising wet streets was about as fun as waking up in his own blood the day before. Cas’ skin was prickling uneasily at being back so close to the king, and the rain made it twice as bad. All Cas wanted was to get the fuck out of Aneirin before the chaos spilled over like fog rolling in along the far coast to the east. 
He blinked, squeezing drops of rain from his eyes. Perhaps the king would share enough magic that Cas wouldn’t have to debase himself for another hundred years. He sighed, his hands slipping on the slick reins. That was unlikely.
There were fewer guards around than last time Cas had been to the castle. Whether that was from the chilly rain, or from more people slipping away from the darkness spreading inside the town, he didn't know. The king rode straight into the stables, and Cas followed. As he dismounted, he could hear worried voices from down the stalls. The bearded groom eventually made an appearance, two small boys behind him.
“My liege,” the groom murmured, bowing. The small boys followed suit.
“Groom,” the king acknowledged, handing over his reins. As he turned to leave, he frowned. “Where’s the third one? The third boy?”
“He is with the prince, my liege, I... he is taking him a message,” the groom murmured, his eyes clear and his voice sound. Something about his tone caught Cas’ attention as he dismounted beside the king. 
Turning, the king made his way over to a nearby stall. A tall black horse was staring at them warily. As the king approached, the animal’s ears went back, and the beast withdrew its head into the stall.
“Rhydian is back then?” the king enquired, facing the groom. 
The groom smoothed the front of his leather apron and nodded. The two little boys behind him were holding hands, their wide eyes not leaving the king. 
Cas snorted under his breath. No love was lost at all in the castle for their liege, just like down in the city.
Eyeing the groom and the two boys, the king nodded and strode out into the rain, not waiting for Cas to follow. Cas raised his eyebrow at the groom before following the king across the courtyard. He eyed the towers above him, looming out of the growing mist, before taking the stairs up and through the great doors into the castle.
The king didn’t pause as he strode through the entrance hall, the vast reception hall, and all the way to the library. A muscle in Cas’ jaw twitched, as he had to walk briskly behind the king, his eyes on the man’s back the entire way. 
Was it a test? Or was the man simply not concerned about any attack at all? If that was the case, the man was more of a fool than Cas had realised.
As Cas passed through the ornate library doors, the king was already inside. With a casual wave at the readily laid fireplace, the king ignited the stacked logs. Instantly, the flames rose and started radiating heat. The warmth was instantly welcome to Cas. Aneirin was never icy cold, thanks to the curse insulating the kingdom from more than just outside intruders, but Cas was still feeling ill at ease with the king. The warmth provided a gentle, if misplaced, reassurance against his chilled skin.
Cas stalked over to the fire, holding out his hands. Shaking water from his hair, he surveyed the room with its surrounding bookcases of old tomes and dusty scrolls. The king was at the main table in the centre of the room, grinning widely, staring at something behind Cas’ head. Cas frowned, but refused to turn to see what was so funny. His eyes dropped to the table before the king, and he swore.
“Where the fuck did you get that?” Cas snapped, his gaze on the clear rock crystal sphere on the table before the king. The sphere was perched innocently amongst the scrolls and books.
The king laid a hand on the crystal ball, his pale blue eyes meeting Cas’ furious gaze. 
“This?” the king’s voice was chilling in its calm tone. A small smile played around the man’s lips.
Cas’ skin prickled further as the figure of the king looked wrong... He blinked, realising the king’s clothing and grey streaked brown hair was drying before his eyes. The heat of the fire behind Cas no longer felt like a comfort. He stepped away from the fireplace. He pointed a ringed ringer at the clear crystal ball.
“Do you know what that is?” Cas asked, trying to keep his voice calm.
The king placed his other hand on the sphere, his smile fading. “Yes.” 
Cas, anxiety rippling along his spine, made his way to the table across from the king. His gaze was pinned to the crystal sphere. 
How had the king found such an artefact?
It wasn’t what Cas had been looking for, but it was on his wish list for objects that were lost during the times of chaos. A thought struck him.
“Where did you get it?” Cas asked calmly enough. He was aware, however, of this while knuckles where his hands gripped the back of the ornate chair before him. The musty smell coming off the scrolls in front of him was making his nose twitch. He stood up straighter, ignoring the clammy feeling of his rain-soaked clothes.
The king frowned. “The sphere?”
“Yes. No.” Cas’s eyes narrowed. “Your magic. You can’t be Elvish. There are no dragons flapping about, sharing their crystal secrets here. What have you been up to when you disappear?”
The king shrugged. “The same as you.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“It means I do what I have to do. Just like you.”
Cas narrowed his eyes, finally meeting the king’s coolly amused gaze. Cas had the feeling the king was the master of some joke that only he knew the punch line to. 
“You need me,” Cas began, licking his bottom lip. “I told you I can help you find out where the queen is. I know what she-”
“I know exactly where she is and what she’s doing, boy.”
Cas choked. “Boy? You-”
“Shut up.”
Against his will, the words in Cas’ mouth died away. The bloody king was using his power against him! A muscle in the king’s jaw twitched, and the fire across the room flared up to a searing heat behind Cas’ back. 
“Why do you want the map?” the king hissed.
Cas tried to smirk, but his lips felt numb. His face paled at the king’s expression. 
“Without it,” Cas to spat out, “life just isn’t quite as fun.”
The king, dropping his hands away from the sphere, walked around the table and stopped in front of Cas. The king was just as tall as him, and while not as broad in the shoulder, Cas forced himself to not pull away from the king’s dark aura as it wrapped around him, feeling like a creeping shadow over Cas’ tingling skin.
It was a struggle to keep his gaze calm and open. The king’s mouth twisted, and then he barked a sharp laugh, sensing Cas’ fear. 
“What’s your real reason, boy? Why do you need my map? The city it depicts is ruined.”
Cas froze, his gaze flinty. “The fuck? Excuse me?” 
The king laughed. “You didn’t think I’d investigate why a whoring little prick would want such a prize? I had no idea what it was until you asked about it. I did some reading. The old scrolls I found were most interesting.”
Not knowing whether to scream or laugh, Cas shook his head, running a shaking hand through his wet hair. His voice was hoarse, and he hated the crack in it. 
“Your map? So you’ve had it here the whole fucking time?”
“Yes.” The king’s voice was mild, his expression expectant. 
He’s baiting me, Cas realised.
“You fucking bastard.” Cas whispered, thinking of the abandoned farm.
The king snorted, and it looked like he was about to bait Cas again. But he paused and tilted his head, inhaling. A tiny scatter of brightly coloured sparks dropped away from his hands as he waved it slowly over the table beside them.
“Who else has been here?” the king murmured, turning around, his leather boots creaking with the movement. 
Cas was so close that he could see the hair on the back of the man’s neck was almost dry. Spending magic to dry him like it was nothing. 
The king turned back, staring at the doors. “Where’s my son?” he asked, voice low.
Hating himself, Cas stepped backwards towards the fire. The energy in the room had shifted, closing in like the fog outside the windows.
“Cyrus!” the king roared at the doors.
As Cas took another step away, the king whirled, pinning Cas in place with his stare. The air in the room was cloying and thick, tasting of bitterness. All Cas could do was stare at the king. 
I have underestimated him, Cas realised, inhaling sharply, tasting the dark magic rolling off the king as it crackled against his skin.
I am in deep shit. 
Deep, deep shit.
The library door flew open, and an older man with white hair and long robes rushed in.
“My king?”
“Where is my son?” the king demanded.
The old man paled and bowed. 
“I shall find out, sire,” he murmured, and hurried back out the door, his long robes swishing.
“Where is he?” the king murmured, staring at the empty doorway.
Cas had to force himself to concentrate on the present, but the past was crowding back around. 
His father’s voice rang in his mind, calling for his son. Calling just for Wane each time there was some new magical discovery. Unable to bite it back, the usual rage rose in Cas’ throat, threatening to choke him in its severity.
“Damn your son,” Cas heard himself say, as if he was speaking from far away. “What about our deal? You took what you wanted from me, even if you think you don’t need my information on your wayward wife.”
The king turned, smiling tightly, and casually walked across the library, stopping right in front of Cas.
And then the king slapped him across the face. 
Before Cas could react, the king had Cas by the shirtfront in a tight grip. Red sparks were dancing about the king’s fingers, lighting the king’s face with sharp bursts of ruby light.
“You dare to speak to me like that?” 
The king jerked Cas towards him, and Cas was unable to pull away. 
“You?” the man continued. “You who are nothing?”
“I am not nothing-”
“I know exactly who and what you are, you whoring little prick,” the king hissed, right in Cas’ face.
Cas, his rage turning into a wild kind of hilarity, snapped his teeth at the man. He laughed when the king flinched. 
“I know who you are too,” Cas snapped. “You’re a shitty fucking king.”
The king’s pale eyes narrowed, and Cas, still unable to move, braced himself for another blow. He’d had worse. But the king shook merely his head instead, and stepped sideways, turning Cas with him, until Cas was facing the mantelpiece. 
Cas froze.
The map! 
It was right there!   
Cas, struggling futilely, glued his eyes at the map before him, trying to memorize its lines, its features and design. 
He knew he wasn’t leaving with it.
“You don’t remember me, do you?” the king’s voice caressed his ear.
Cas didn't know what the man was talking about, his rage forgotten. He was busy trying to follow the lines of the map, looking for the most likely candidate for his parents’ last and most powerful spell.
The king jerked Cas’ face towards him, their noses touching, and Cas could taste the magic between them, sharp and sour and sweet all at once. He wanted to breathe it in. He wanted to hide. Cas closed his eyes.
“I never forget a pretty face, Cas. Or amazing eyes like yours.”
Ice slid down Cas’ spine, and he stilled. For the first time in a long time, he was feeling genuine fear. 
“What... what are you talking about?” he managed to gasp out, opening one eye.
“I saw you. Long ago, in the city of the Seers,” the king whispered into Cas ear. The king’s cool lips touched Cas’ cheek, and Cas flinched, both eyes open now. 
“That city before you now,” the king jerked his head towards the bronze map, “was already beneath the waves. You made your way from that disaster to the City of the Seers, and you fucked around with those gods be damned dragons. And before they did what they inevitably do with anything they want to possess, you watched me bend my wife over the council table and you smiled.”
Cas was shaking now, unable to help it. He was completely at the king’s mercy, hating himself for the weakness in his limbs.
“I had no magic yet,” the king continued, “but I could see you there, your strange eyes fixed on her face as she screamed her pleasure beneath me.”
“You... you can’t… you aren’t…” Cas whispered. “Who are you?”
With a rough shove, the king threw Cas at the fire. Cas caught himself on the mantelpiece just before he ended up in the flames.
“I told you.” The king’s tone was matter of fact. “I am king.”
Watching the fire flickering dangerously beneath his heaving chest, Cas coughed, and drew himself upright.
“Give it to me,” Cas gasped, his eyes above the fire on the bronze map centimetres from his face, searching the finely etched features. He tried to move, but his trembling arms were having a hard time holding him up from the fire roaring below him. He could smell something start to burn. Hopefully, it was just his cloak. He was so numb with the shakes that he wouldn’t have been surprised to realise his balls were smoking. 
“Give me that map, king,” Cas gasped again. “You said you would, and it doesn’t bloody belong to you!”
“It does now,” the king snapped, stepping up behind him. “I know what I said. I said I’d help you find it. And you did. See?”
“I’m going to fucking rip your co-”
Cold hands gripped Cas throat and mouth from behind, and the king pressed up against him. Cas retched when he felt the king against him again.
“A king always keeps his word,” the man breathed into Cas’ ear. “So take your magic, choke on it for all I care, and leave me be.”
The king spun Cas around, and kissed him on the mouth, holding Cas by his shirt, while Cas hung limply before the roaring fire. 
Cas’ eyes closed in horror and ecstasy as the power of a thousand suns raced into him, a thousand oceans and a thousand dreams. Fire and ice shot through Cas’ veins and he hung limp and sweating in the king’s arms. It lasted a second, and it lasted forever, and when the king finally flung Cas to the side, Cas was a boneless figure, sprawled and gasping on the rug. He was dying, and he was reborn as the sparks flared from his fingertips and eyes and mouth.
The king made his way back to the table, one hand wiping his lips, white sparks covering his fingers.
Coughing and retching, Cas pushed himself to his hands and knees. “Give me the map,” he gasped, spitting on the rug below him. He was in pain and he was healing all at once. It was a fight to think, a struggle to see clearly. 
“Give me the...” Cas retched again and coughed up foam over his hands.
“Give you what?” The king’s voice cooed from the table. He was staring into the crystal sphere, a slight smile playing across his features.
Cas closed his eyes, trying to make sense of the strange sensations both around him and within his throbbing head. 
“Give me... give me...” he choked, and staggered upright, grabbing the mantelpiece. The room was too bright and too dark and spinning and frozen simultaneously. Cas blinked at the fire, hot and cold, and then peered at the items stacked on the mantelpiece above. He couldn’t make them out.
“Give you what, Cas?” the king repeated behind him, sounding amused.
“I...” Cas turned away from the fireplace, pain and pleasure spiking in his brain. “I can’t... what the fuck did you do to me?”
The king looked up, not at Cas, but at the doorway. The old man with wild white hair was back. His face was paler than before.
“Well?” snapped the king. 
As the man looked Cas up and down, Cas could see through the mist over his aching eyes that the man’s robe was shaking, his trembling hands hidden deep within the folds.
“Lord Cyrus!” snapped the king.
“Yes, sire! The prince… the prince,” Lord Cyrus stuttered. “He is with a woman, sire...”
“What?” the king demanded, straightening his spine. 
The old man swallowed. “He is with the travelling woman, sire.”
The king’s eyebrows rose high. “A woman? A traveller?”
“The traveller,” Lord Cyrus repeated, breathing fast. “The woman with the dark hair. She looks a lot like...” his voice faded away, and he shook his head, eyes wide. “Her eyes, sire... the brightest green...”
The king whirled to Cas. 
“Get out,” he hissed. “GET OUT!”
Cas, reeling but unable to help himself, pushed off the mantelpiece and ran for the door, clutching his head. Spikes of hot pain were spearing him with an intense heat, getting worse with each gasping breath. Even as his rage burned white hot, choking him as much as the king’s tainted form of magic, Cas knew he was no match for the other man. Besides, he had something else to do, or something to find.
Didn’t he?
Pausing in the hallway outside the library, Cas yelled out behind him, as he held on to the wall. He knew not giving a fuck right now was just the power, not bravery, in his veins.
“I meant what I said!” Cas spat, facing the library doors, recklessness taking over. “You’re a shitty fucking king!”
“I told you to get out!” the king roared at the library doors, before turning back to the cowering, aged form of Lord Cyrus. “Where is my son?” 
Cas, starting to black out from the pain in his head, pushed himself off the wall of the passage, stumbling his way back through the dark halls of the castle. There was no one else around. He almost fell down the wet steps outside the main castle doors, and limped to the stables, his head full of magic and memories and sounds and pleasure and pain. Cursing, he called for his horse. 
The king’s magic, of unknown origin, was burning him from the inside out. 
It was a mad, wild delight. And it hurt like hell.
The groom had thankfully left Cas’ horse ready, and Cas jerked the reins angrily from the man’s hands. 
The groom swore at him, but stepped back after taking a look at Cas’ face. Cas led the animal outside, and as the mist gathered around him, he had to try numerous times to mount up. His head was burning, and he yelled something else, not understanding the words as they left his mouth. He jerked the horse’s head around and kicked it into a fast trot, aiming for the gates.
Inside the castle, the king’s voice was full of rage as he searched for the prince. Cas hissed more curses at the man as his horse made its way through the thick fog. 
He hoped the king had lost his son, just as Cas had known, that he had left something important inside the castle.
But for the life of him, he could not remember what.






  
  35








Aurelia


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

There was a tentative knock on Rhydian’s door. 
“Rhydian, are you in there?” Chase’s voice was urgent. His next knock was more firm. 
Aurelia was propped up on a pile of cushions on Rhydian’s bed. He was lying on his back beside her, one arm over his eyes. 
The boy knocked again.
“Rhydian?”
Beside her on the bed, Rhydian rolled over with a sigh.
After a fast ride back to the castle, they had left their two dripping horses with a frowning Merion. After changing into dry clothes in her chambers, Aurelia had found Rhydian on his bed, also changed into something dry. She had thrown her wet cloak, the dagger inside it, over the chair by his fire. Flare was on the mantelpiece, eyes on her cloak, thankfully silent. Occasionally, his reptile eyes met hers, slid to the prince, then back to her cloak. His tail twitched now and then.
Aurelia was ignoring him, her heart numb.
“My prince? Please.” Chase knocked again.
Outside his window, the rain had almost stopped, but the flashes of lightning were still illuminating his room. The chamber was silent apart from the occasional rumble of thunder as it moved away. They were lucky not to have been struck by the lightning on their ride back to safety.
Safety. 
Aurelia’s gaze settled on Rhydian. She wanted to scream at the idea of safety.
The knocking became more urgent. Rhydian sighed again.
“Chase, what is it boy?” he called out, the arm dropping beside his head.
The boy’s sob of relief was audible even through the door. Aurelia sat up straighter.
“Rhydian, it’s the king.”
Rhydian’s eyes shot open. “What about him?” He sat up, blue eyes wide.
“A guard told Merion,” Chase panted. “Merion told me to find you. The king, he’s on his way through the town now, with a man. It was hard to tell, because of the misty rain. But the guard said that the king…” Chase paused for breath. “The king looks mad.”
Flare leapt up from the fire and landed on her cloak, his eyes boring into Aurelia’s. She looked away with a shake of her head.
“Go back down to the stables, Chase,” Rhydian called out, pulling himself up. “And stay there,” he added, running his hands over his face.
As the sound of Chase’s footsteps faded, Rhydian cursed. His blue eyes were bloodshot and his hair was a wild halo of half dried shapes around him. 
Aurelia’s gaze drifted unwillingly back to the cloak.
Rhydian was achingly beautiful and tragically sweet, and if it were any other time or place, he would have broken her heart without even meaning to. 
Eyes rising to meet Flare’s gaze, Aurelia wondered, was there any other way besides forward? 
Otherwise, she needed to break Rhydian’s heart instead.

      [image: image-placeholder]Rhydian hardly looked like a prince, as he attempted to pull on his boots while standing. 
“I’m going to talk to him,” he muttered.
Aurelia shook her head. She was dressed, her boots laced. 
“Rhydian.”
He had one boot on, and he was frantically pulling on the other.
“I’ve got to confront him. I need to find out what he knows.”
“Rhydian.”
“That chamber? The dagger? And what’s wrong with me? Why I can’t think straight about where you came from and, oh shit,” he cursed as he nearly fell over, his hair wild. “Shit. Ha. I’m good.”
“Rhydian.”
“He must know something. Perhaps that’s where he goes? Something to do with the threat. He doesn’t listen to me, but maybe he’ll listen to you-”
“Rhydian.”
He froze, his head half out of the dark woollen jumper that he had pulled over his arms.
“Rhydian. If your father is mad, he might know I’m here already, and searching for something.”
“My servants wouldn’t tell-”
“You haven’t got any bloody servants!” Aurelia shouted. “What the hell happened here, Rhydian?” She flung her hand towards the closed door. “Where the hell is everyone? This is a castle! A castle! And I’ve seen three, maybe four, of your staff!”
Despite everything she’d learned from Fox, and trained for, this situation was so far beyond her, Aurelia wanted to laugh. Shocked into silence, Rhydian watched her warily and pulled his thick shirt down his chest. 
Aurelia took a breath and stopped in front of him.
“Don’t you get it? Your father uses magic, Rhydian.”
“What? No,” Rhydian shook his head, a frown marring his fine features. “We don’t know that.”
“Please,” Aurelia pleaded, not knowing why she was trying so hard. She couldn’t turn around to see what Flare thought of her weak behaviour. All that she knew was that her heart was aching and there was more she wanted to say. 
Rhydian grabbed her hands, his skin warm against hers. 
“Aurelia, you’re shaking. Hush, it’s going to be okay.”
“Please listen, it’s not okay,” Aurelia murmured again. 
Placing her hands over his heart, Rhydian reached around her back, soothing her. Hating how easy it was to melt against him, Aurelia sighed, breathing in his warmth and his light. Eventually, she took a shuddering breath.
“Rhydian, your father is a powerful man who has drawn a veil over this entire kingdom. Over you. Think about everything you’ve seen. You have to believe me.”
At her words, Rhydian’s hands froze on her back. After a moment, they slid down her spine and then dropped away. He stepped away. The red glow of the fireplace, and the occasional flash of white lightning from outside, illuminated his face with contrasting colours. His expression was solemn and determined.
“You can’t know that,” he whispered. Aurelia watched his throat move as he swallowed. She sighed impatiently.
“I can. I do.” 
“Aurelia, that’s… that’s a lot to take in.” His voice was steadier. “You’re asking me to think? I’m thinking clearer than I ever have.”
“No, please, Flare and I-”
“I can see you’re scared,” he said, looking her up and down. “I’ll get you out first. Then I’ll confront him.”
“Wait, please, we can-”
“Aurelia.” Rhydian’s voice was bitter. “Enough.”
Shit. 
She’d said too much, too quickly, not even knowing why it would help. There was no better time than now to do what she needed. She hadn’t failed yet. But she wasn’t ready. Not after what she'd seen, even after all her training-
By the gods! 
She wasn’t ready for this. 
“Follow me,” Rhydian said, opening his door and stepping through.
Wings flapped behind her, and her damp cloak was cold as Flare dropped it to her. Hating the soggy feel of it, she slung it around herself. Flare landed on her shoulder once she’d got it settled. The feel of the dagger was a weight against her heart. 
As she followed the prince, the wet fabric of her cloak felt like it was pulling her under the surface of an icy pool.
A pool in which Rhydian’s death was waiting to drag him under.
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Rhydian


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

"W here's my son?"
The king’s inflamed shout echoed up from the great hall. A man’s voice called out a heated reply before the cavernous hall shuddered with the slam of the main doors. Rhydian cursed. Who had slammed the giant doors with such force that the ancient castle had reverberated like the old temple gong? As dread crawled along his spine, his father’s shout echoed again, closer to the base of the stairs.
Rhydian turned to Aurelia, shocked and unsure. Her words had stung; they were just too close to the fears in his heart about what in the hells was going on. He really thought he’d have more time to get her away, as she was clearly unwilling to meet his father at this time. He had things to say to his father, but not at the expense of her trust. 
Aurelia’s long hair was still damp, slightly curling around her pale face. She looked apprehensive. Flare was back on her shoulder; his purple shining eyes narrowed. The accusing expression on Flare’s face made Rhydian wince at remembering his earlier words to Aurelia.
“Aurelia,” Rhydian began, his heart beating fast. “Like I said, I’m going to fix this. I’m trying to keep you safe-”
Chewing on her lip, Aurelia shook her head and settled her cloak. “Stop talking.” 
Rhydian, affronted, shook his head. “I will sort my father out. Please understand that he’s-”
“What to do, Aurelia? Choose quickly,” Flare interrupted, his voice soft.
“Up,” Aurelia murmured, her shoulders straightening, moving to the stairs. The dragon sucked in a small breath, but he nodded.
Rhydian looked down to his left, then back at the spiral staircase to his right. Heavy boot steps thumped closer.
“Up,” Rhydian reluctantly agreed. There was nowhere else to go. Perhaps the king would give up after finding his son’s chambers empty. It was unlikely, but there was nowhere else to go. Thankfully, Aurelia didn’t protest when he grabbed her hand and tugged her after him up the spiralling stairs, through the shadows.
When they reached the top, Rhydian opened the door to the terrace as quietly as he could, and pulled Aurelia through. He shut it just as carefully behind him. There was no way to lock it from here. He felt like a teenager hiding a girl from an overprotective parent. Rhydian’s bitter laugh had Aurelia turn to him with a strange look on her face. But how could he explain? That he was laughing at the idea his father would care about such a mundane thing? The matter here was clearly much more serious. 
Rhydian squeezed Aurelia’s hand, pulling her with him to the low stone wall that surrounded the terrace. He kept his face away from Flare on her opposite shoulder and looked out over the edge. The sky felt too close, the clouds low and heavy. Rain had started falling again, and a light mist was thickening. The air reminded him of the deepest parts of the forest, the wet stones beneath his boots holding the damp. They were covered with a dark lichen and green moss. The moss was growing through the joins in the mortar, all the way to a sorry cluster of abandoned, cone-shaped beehives against the low wall to their right.
A furious voice, the same as before, echoed up the castle walls from the grand courtyard below. Aurelia let go of Rhydian to peer straight down over the wall. He grabbed her arm to steady her, his heart lurching at the drop.
“Who is that?” Aurelia muttered.
Flare’s reply was too soft for Rhydian to make out.
“No, I can’t tell,” she said in response to whatever the dragon had uttered.
As the voice called again, a rough yell that broke off with a sickening cough, Rhydian turned from watching the terrace door to follow Aurelia’s gaze. 
Peering down through the mist, Rhydian could just make out a blonde man roughly leading a protesting chestnut horse from the stables, Merion cursing behind him. The man, dressed in an embroidered cloak, attempted to mount his horse three times before he made it into the saddle. When he was finally settled, the man slumped forward, one hand in his pale hair. His other hand jerked the reins to whip his nervous horse’s head around. The horse danced a few steps before the man had it under control to take off across the courtyard. A guard coming in the far gate had to jump out of the horse’s way.
Turning back to the door, Rhydian pulled Aurelia close, arms around her waist. He caught a whiff of something spicy and unknown when his face ended up near the dragon. The dragon’s cool gaze narrowed at him, and its tiny spiked tail swished once. Aurelia’s arms came up around his neck, and it felt like she kissed his chest.
“I’m going to keep her safe, Flare,” Rhydian murmured. They were the first words he’d spoken to Flare directly since finding out that the lizard could talk. The dragon shook its head, something dark in its expression. 
Aurelia pulled away from him just enough to see his face. He could feel her heart hammering away in her chest.
“That’s not how this is going to work, Rhydian. I’m sorry.” Her hand had disappeared into her cloak. Flare’s claws tightened on her shoulder.
His unease deepened, and he shot a glance at the door. It was shut firmly for now, but it wouldn't keep his father away for long. Rhydian glanced back to Aurelia. Her beautiful face, with her clear skin and green eyes, was pale. Her expression was sad. His gaze dropped to the hand inside her cloak.
“Are you going to try to use that.... on my father?”
Aurelia’s other hand slid around to cup his cheek, her thumb caressing his skin. His eyes met hers once more. She shook her head, just once.
“Oh,” was all he said before the door crashed open. 
The loud bang of it smashing into the stone wall behind made him jump.
Aurelia’s gaze slid from his to over his shoulder, her green eyes filling with rage.
“Monster,” she breathed. Rhydian took one last look at her face before he reluctantly spun around, while keeping one hand on Aurelia’s waist under her cloak.
Aurelia attempted to step around him. He tightened his grip.
Lightning must have flashed somewhere, because thunder rumbled around them as he met his father’s furious gaze. The mist was thick around them now, and Rhydian could taste something that was hot and cold all at once on his tongue. 
“Father.” Rhydian was amazed at how calm his voice sounded, considering how dry his mouth had gone.
The king stood in the doorway, about thirty paces away. His father in travelling attire, dark pants and a thick tunic. His boots were muddy, but his outer cloak was nowhere to be seen. His normally grey and brown hair was dark and flattened with the rain against his head. He was breathing fast. 
“There you are, my son. Rhydian.” 
Rhydian flinched; his name on his father’s lips rang out across the terrace like a warning. The back of Rhydian’s neck prickled uncomfortably. 
Aurelia tried to step around him again, but Rhydian held her back.
“Rhydian,” Aurelia hissed under her breath, squirming. His hand tightened.
“Please, whatever you are going to do, just wait, Aurelia. Please,” Rhydian pleaded, unable to look away from his father’s gaze.
The king’s blue eyes narrowed, and he stepped out onto the terrace. The mist curled around his boots as he moved away from the door. But as he took another step towards them, the creeping vapours appeared to part and flow away from his legs.
Rhydian blinked, not understanding the way the mist was behaving. Or why his normally calm father was so furious. His father was as mad as he’d ever seen him. Was it because of that man in the courtyard? Or was he so furious that his son had company? As his father’s hands clenched at his sides, Rhydian couldn’t help but hear Aurelia’s words again. There was a threat there. But Rhydian wasn’t sure from where. 
His father’s voice rang out again, his chest still rising and falling with his deep, quick breaths.
“Introduce me, Rhydian.” His father took another step towards them and Rhydian had to hold Aurelia back, trembling not in fear but in rage, behind him.
Rhydian licked his dry lips. “Father,” he said. “I need to talk to you.” 
His father continued as if he hadn’t heard. “I have just heard that she is your most honoured guest.” The king’s lips twisted as he spoke.
“She is,” Rhydian heard himself say. He choked back his fear. “So calm yourself, father.”
His father’s eyes widened with incredulity. “I said introduce me,” he snapped, stepping forward again. “I said-”
The king, now halfway across the terrace, froze. Thick mist was still swirling around his legs, but not touching him. His expression changed from rage to something else. Shock, Rhydian realised. The king had seen Flare.
The shock on his father’s face turned into something darker. The king threw back his head and laughed.
“I see,” the king chuckled, and ran his hands through his hair. “I see. You were wrong, Cas,” he muttered. “I see a dragon before me now.”
The king’s blue eyes shimmered with a new light.
Not the sun, Rhydian realised. The clouds were thick, and the rain was too heavy for any daylight to make such a glow. 
Oh shit. 
Rhydian’s guts felt like they had turned to water. All he could do was step fully in front of Aurelia. Behind him, Aurelia swore softly. Flare was silent. Rhydian swallowed, backing up, feeling Aurelia bump into the terrace wall. There was nowhere else to go.
“Father?” he whispered, watching the king’s eyes shimmer with a flickering gleam. Rhydian’s blood chilled at the smile spreading across the man’s face. 
“Rhydian, do you see?” Aurelia’s voice was quiet in his ear.
“No...” Rhydian’s whisper was one of horror. He inhaled sharply, tasting the mist as it clogged his throat. The world was now hidden behind the white cloud around them. It was just the three of them, and a tiny dragon, on the balcony now. Nothing else.
“No?” Aurelia murmured. “Then stand aside.”
Rhydian shook his head, unable to move.
“Listen to your guest, Rhydian. She clearly wants to meet me.”
Still unable to move, Rhydian was frozen on the spot, his horrified eyes on his father. Aurelia twisted away from his grip on her, and stepped around him, their positions now reversed, one hand still hidden amongst her cloak. Flare’s wings shimmered with mist and his tail was flicking in warning like a cat’s down her shoulder in front of him.
“Oh, I see,” the king hissed, getting a clearer look at Aurelia. His eyes narrowed. He laughed softly under his breath. One of his trembling hands curled into a fist. He mumbled a name. “She’s good.”
“Who’s good? What are you talking about?” Rhydian snapped out of his freeze at the threat underlying the king’s words, despite not understanding them. His hands pressed into Aurelia from behind. One of her hands was still inside her cloak. Rhydian tried not to be distracted. “What are you talking about? What in the hells is going on?”
Turning her head slightly, Aurelia murmured something under her breath. Flare’s tail stilled. She took a step forward, speaking louder.
“Your time is coming, monster. We haven’t forgotten what you did.”
“To the Elves?” his father laughed, his expression incredulous. The king wiped some of the rain off his face and shook his head. “The Elves are the least of my worries, you little-” his father’s voice died off in a surprised choke.
Aurelia had finally pulled her hand free of her cloak, the green dagger clasped firmly in her hand. 
Fascination and horror warring within him at the sight of it, Rhydian was able to get his first look at it up close. He hadn’t wanted anything to do with it since she had dug it up. 
With its wickedly jagged point only centimetres from him, he could see that the tip of the shard was broken off. Just above where Aurelia was gripping it tightly, he could see the glint of yellow gold. There was no hilt. The evil-looking thing looked like the thicker end had been dipped into molten metal, to make a kind of hilt. It radiated something that just seeing it in her hand made him want to cry. Or run screaming from the terrace. 
His mouth went dry, his stomach heaving. The world started to spin, and he sagged against the wall behind him. 
Squeezing his claws just once into her cloak, Flare took off from her shoulder, and then flew up and away into the mist without a word.
Holding the dagger up, Aurelia raised it over her head, twisting it. The clear depths of it were full of darkly coloured glints and shadows. One of the king’s hands reached out, freezing in midair, the other grabbed his chest, as his face paled.
“Where did you get that?” his father spat. The air around Rhydian seemed to spin faster, and he could not look away from the dagger in Aurelia’s steady hand.
Ignoring the king, Aurelia turned her head slightly to Rhydian. Aurelia’s expression showed resignation.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I wish things were different.”
Rhydian shook his head, the world spinning, not understanding, and trying to not throw up. His dry tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth.
“I SAID WHERE DID YOU GET THAT?” the king shouted, his eyes so wide and inflamed that Rhydian looked away. 
Aurelia turned back to his father, the dagger still high in her hand. “Does it matter?” Her voice was as cold as the rain and the clouds and mist around them. “All that matters is where it goes now.”
Rhydian watched with sick horror as Aurelia whirled, the dagger still raised high. He caught a glimpse of his father’s shocked face beyond her. But his eyes whipped back to the dagger, swinging in a fast arc towards Rhydian’s exposed neck. He didn’t even get a chance to raise his hands as something bright blue and impossible flashed towards them from his father. There was a gust of wind as the mist exploded around them, along with the intense taste of ozone stinging his nose.
Blinking, Rhydian looked around. He clutched wildly at his neck, amazed that he was fine. 
“Aurelia?” he choked out.
She was nowhere to be seen.
“NO!”
Twisting around to stare wildly over the terrace wall behind him, Rhydian tried not to pass out as the mist crowded back around him, thick, bitter and cloying. 
Above and below, a white sea of fog spread out from the balcony wall. Within it, a great shape carved through the mist, moving away. There was an intense rush of air. He held his breath, but there was no sickening thud from below. Only thunder rumbling in the distance.
There was nothing but the mist.
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Aurelia


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

Aurelia plunged headfirst into a white expanse of emptiness. 
There was no time to close her eyes.
After a single, aching heartbeat, a great shape appeared, looming below. It was an impossible shape, woven out of shifting light, shimmering, polished scales, and wickedly spread blades reaching out towards her. 
There was a jolt. 
There was pain. 
Then there was nothing.
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Fox


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

Staring at the ornate rugs full of broken glass, Fox had a moment of wild fancy that the sparkling shards looked like the stars above the golden sky outside. 
His lips parted slightly as he wondered what it would feel like to step across them without his boots. Would his flesh welcome the jaggedly cruel pieces of glass? Fox tilted his head. Or would his feet bleed, his blood mixing with the patterns in the rug? Either way, the pain would be a welcome distraction from the sickening lurch of his heart.
Looking around the room, it was obvious that either way, the Elder had no more items left to smash. Almost the entire floor of their chamber was covered in shards of glass. Shattered fragments of crystal were scattered below the balcony doors, too. Luckily for the room’s furious occupant, the panes of glass in the door were whole. Fox had no desire to rebuild them.
He had remained standing by the obsidian mirror, a glowing bubble of protection around him as the Elder had raged and cursed. Jessikah was currently crouched beside him, clutching at her heart, her grey tunic bunched under a shaking hand. 
Turning away from the Elder, Fox eyed the green-robed figure still continuing to yell, croak and curse. Beside him, the shimmering black obsidian slab showed the prince’s shocked face.
“Come on, Flare,” Fox hissed, biting back his panic. He turned away from the Elder and back to the prince. There was no visibility below the tower; the courtyard was a thick soup of white fog. “Keep her safe, you useless beast.”
Another crash sounded. The Elder had thrown a jug of wine at the crystal glass in the balcony doors. 
Sighing, Fox closed his eyes. He shook his head and took a measured breath. The draft of cold air that seeped in told him that yes; his beautifully worked crystal glass panes were now smashed.
“I can’t believe it,” gasped the Elder One, fury spitting like hot parks in their voice. 
Opening his eyes, Fox watched as the Elder leant against the balcony doors, icy air whistling in and rustling their emerald robes. Pale eyes met Fox’s unamused stare as the white face, with its mottled wrinkles and lines, turned to face him. 
“How could this happen? What did she do? This is your fault for not going with her!”
He could feel a muscle in his jaw tense and the Elder One flinched at his expression. But Fox held his silence and glanced back at the black crystal slab. Focusing his mind, he let the sounds of the chaos in Aneirin reach him. 
Aurelia, where are you?
The images on the shining black stone shifted. Colours and shapes whirled. Fox glimpsed shifting shapes in the fog, soldiers milling in the courtyard, the damp city, the back of the blonde man that had arrived with the king. 
The stranger was riding his horse through wet streets; his pale hair wet and stuck around his head in a wild mess. Something about him tugged at Fox’s memory, and his bitter heart. He would never regret that Owaen was safe, locked away from all of this.
Thinking of familiar faces had Fox pause.
Ignoring the Elder, who was back wringing their long hair with shrunken hands, Fox directed the images back to the king. 
On the tower, the king was now standing behind the shocked figure of the prince. Rhydian hadn’t looked familiar to Fox when he had first seen the prince. But as for the king, Fox realised he’d seen the king before. 
Where?
Voices crowded inside Fox’s mind while he concentrated on the shocked figures in the shimmering obsidian surface.
“How could you?” Rhydian moaned, his blue eyes wide and pained. He spun around and grabbed his father’s shirt with trembling, white-knuckled fists. 
“How could you?” he screamed into the king’s face.
The king pulled back easily from Rhydian’s grip with a flick of his wrists, before backhanding his son across the face. It was still raining, and water scattered as the prince’s face snapped sideways with a loud, wet crack. 
Rhydian didn’t let go. The king’s face paled, then reddened.
“You don’t know what she was about to do!” the king hissed, eyes narrowed.
Rhydian laughed, his eyes wild, mad. “I know exactly what she was about to do!” He choked back another hysterical laugh. “And I know exactly what you did to stop her!”
“You don’t know anything,” the king snarled, his face etched with disdain.
“I know you’ve made me sick. Confused! And I know that you’re a magic user!” Rhydian sobbed, his eyes full of pain. “A dark wizard.”
The king’s face flushed red, then white.
“What kind of king are you?” Rhydian was shouting hoarsely as he fought for breath, panting wildly. Both hands were clutching his head as if he could rip out what he had seen. 
Turning to glance over the edge, the prince groaned at the boiling fog. He could see nothing beyond the edge of the tower’s edge. With a curse, Rhydian spun around. He knocked his father out of the way and dashed back inside the door. His boot steps sprayed water as he ran across and then through the door.
Fox let the images play out, watching the king let his son flee inside. The tall man, wet with rain, made his way to the edge of the terrace, and glanced over the wall and into the sea of fog above him. Unable to see anything, the king shook his head and followed Rhydian inside.
Fox focused his mind, letting the image shift. At ground level, in the courtyard below, the visibility was better. 
Aurelia’s body was nowhere to be seen. 
Something loosened inside of Fox, something that had been wound up tight with hope.
“Where is she?” hissed the Elder. Eyes reddened, they were standing back by Fox’s side.
“Flare,” Fox murmured, his eyes dark. Cracking his neck, he watched as the prince dashed out of the tower. 
Rhydian stumbled down the wet stone steps, onto the cobbled yard, and skidded to his knees. The thin mist was swirling around him. 
“Aurelia?” the prince called, his blue eyes widening.
There was no blood, and definitely no body.
The tension inside of Fox loosened further. He breathed out as quietly and slowly as possible.
“Aurelia?” the prince called, his voice thick with hope.
Above the prince, the king appeared on the steps. 
Lord Cyrus, the old man who had greeted Aurelia on first entering Aneirin, burst from the door behind the king. He shuffled quickly down the wet steps to the prince. His face was almost as white as his hair and he was carrying his blue robes above soft shoes. 
Guards appeared from the barracks beyond the stables and around the yard. Their gold and navy tunics were all damp with rain, but their pikes and swords were drawn in readiness, sensing a commotion.
“Rhydian!” yelled his father from the top of the stairs. “Get up, you fool!”
“My prince,” the old man puffed as he got to Rhydian, who was still kneeling on the cobbles. “Did you see it in the mist?! I saw it from the window! Right above us! It was a-”
Whatever the old man was going to share with those in the courtyard was cut off abruptly. 
A red whip of light lashed out from behind the prince. 
It slashed clean through the old man’s neck, severing his head from the body below.
With a wet thunk, the head landed on the cobbles a few metres away. 
The Elder one grabbed Fox’s arm with a curse, and Fox understood their shock. He was impressed. The power wielded by the king had been sudden, precise and effective, in order to silence the old man before he could blurt out that a dragon had been seen over the castle.
Fox smirked. But it was at the expense of letting all see the king’s magic in action. Although… Fox narrowed his eyes. He had an inkling of what might follow now.
The prince, still on his knees, watched in horror as the old man’s body first dropped to its own knees. It balanced there, long enough for blood to scatter across Rhydian’s face. 
Then it toppled to the ground, the stump making contact with the cobbles, a few centimetres from the prince’s knees.
“Damn,” Fox uttered, fascinated by the carnage. 
He was torn between staring at Rhydian, his face white and blue eyes wide, and the blood drifting along the shapes of the cobbles. 
Thin red lines were forming between the seams of the paving stones. The rain was falling heavily now, and apart from the water on the cobbles, and the prince’s terrified sobs, there was silence.
The guards who had run out to assist their prince had frozen. A few looked sideways at each other. Most were looking at the pieces of the old man on the ground.
Fox could see Rhydian gulping for air, almost feeling sorry for him. The shock of his father’s magic had been real. 
No matter what the Elder raged on about, Rhydian was no power-wielding accomplice to the king. The prince had been, and still was, under the curse of his father. Whoever the king really was.
Fox tried to get a closer look at the king’s face, but the rain and his wet hair distorted the vision. The man’s young-looking face was definitely familiar, though. Fox raised his head. Something to do with the City of Seers?
On the shimmering surface of the black obsidian, one of the guards stepped close to Rhydian. 
“My prince? Are you hurt…?” the guard waved his pike at the king, still fuming on the top step, hands clenched.
Apart from a flick of his wrist to behead the old man, the king hadn’t moved an inch. But his face was pale, his eyes narrow. The king was breathing hard. 
Rhydian, with his eyes on the lifeless body before him, staggered to his feet. He held his hand out to the guard. 
“Stay back… don’t move…” He turned to face his father, his face pale. The horror was fading into determination as rain washed away the blood off the prince’s face.
A muscle in the king’s jaw twitched. He glanced from Rhydian, to the body, to the guards. 
Fox bit his bottom lip. Careful, princeling. He didn’t know why he cared.
“Don’t hurt them, father,” Rhydian said. His voice was calm.
His father’s eyes widened slightly.
“Just don’t…” Rhydian shook his head. “Don’t… do that to them.”
His father took a step down, but Rhydian held his ground. The guards around them, about a dozen now, raised their weapons higher.
The king looked around at the witnesses. 
“And if I let them go, seeing what they’ve seen?” The king said coldly. The rain was plastering his grey hair to his skull. “And then will you come inside and talk?”
Rhydian straightened. “I will.” He shook his head again, scattering the last of the blood off his face with the rain running out of his wet hair. He blinked. “I will,” he repeated.
The king’s mouth thinned. With a sudden motion, he raised a hand, then slashed it down. 
Rhydian shouted something and lunged at his father. But the king knocked him aside, his expression full of disgust. Below the king and the prince, in the courtyard, the guards all lowered their weapons. Some shook their heads.
One guard, a tall man with wide shoulders, stepped up to the body and removed his helm. 
And Fox heard the guard clearly and distinctly say, even as the guard stood in the blood that was pooling with the rain, “Poor man, we always knew his heart would give out one day.”
Fox’s lips parted.
Fucking hell. 
The king was a cold, unfeeling bastard.
Rhydian dropped his face into his hands. He refused to watch as the guards gathered the two separate pieces of the man and carry them away.
Another guard, his helm also removed, sheathed his sword and bowed his dark-haired head to the king. “Our condolences, my liege, my prince,” he murmured. “I knew he served your family for many years.”
The king nodded once. He turned and made his way back to the castle doors.
Rhydian dropped his hands from his face, watching his father’s tall figure step into the shadows of the vast, empty castle.
The Elder dropped their hand from Fox’s arm. Their voice was faint as they headed to a small table with a jug of wine. “Get rid of it. I’ve seen enough.” 
Fox trailed his fingers over Rhydian. The prince was making his way dejectedly up the steps to his father. When they were side by side, Fox knew. 
He knew.
The prince was a slimmer, younger version of the king. Rhydian’s golden-brown hair had thrown Fox at first. Because while the king’s hair was a premature grey, over an oddly youthful face, as a younger man, the king had been completely brown haired. 
Back when Fox had met the king before.
The prince’s image faded from the stone with Fox’s shock. Fox’s own face, with his black and gold-flecked eyes staring back at him, stared back. It was a fight to contain his shocked laugh.
What in the actual fuck was going on?
It had been a long time since his heart had pounded like it was now. It groaned with deep throbs, like shifting ice in the mountains above.
Realising the Elder One was staring at him with narrowed eyes, their thin lips pursed, Fox moved away from the obsidian slab. The Elder’s hair was a wild mass of colourless strands around their head. Keeping his face carefully neutral, he met the Elder One’s gaze. Their eyes were red-rimmed with fury, but Fox could see the faint wash of colour amongst the pale grey irises. Had Fox ever looked close enough to realise the Elder One’s eyes were a watery green? 
A bitter voice rasped at him. “What?” 
Fox cleared his throat and glanced down at the shards of glass under his boots.
“I’m… shocked, is all. This was unexpected. Aurelia is with Flare.” His mind was working furiously. He cleared his throat. “That wasn’t a simple display of power. It was vicious.” He glanced up at a spot on the wall beyond the Elder One’s head, hoping he seemed casual enough. “You’re right, the king is definitely a monster.”
Fox’s boot heel cracked a larger piece of glass as he backed away. The Elder’s eyes slid back to him in concern, a wrinkled hand paused over the last intact silver goblet. Fox, now at the door, realised he needed a distraction. It was clear the Elder One didn’t quite believe his feigned calm. Fox looked around, grimacing. 
Fuck it.
Fox slowed his breathing, sending his energy out.
The air in the stuffy room turned chilly, and at first, nothing happened.
Then, with a hiss, the pointed and twisted shards in the room disintegrated. All the broken fragments turned to sand. 
Beside him, Jessikah rose, dusting herself off. Eyes cold, Fox flicked a pale hand at the wreckage. She would clean up the mess. 
With that, he nodded at the Elder One’s narrowed gaze before slipping out through the doors.
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The king! 
Could it be? It seemed so unlikely. 
But his face… and the prince’s face? 
That meant the Elder was the… shit! 
And Flare? How the hells did he fit into all of this?
Staring at nothing, Fox’s mind was reeling with memories.
Fox had met the king years ago. The king had been a serving boy in the City of Seers, back when Fox wore another face, in another time.
And the Elder One?
Fox thought of the Elder, who’d found Fox in the forest, a tiny dragon on their shoulder. They had wandered into his campsite amongst the bones of a fallen dragon, claiming to be victims of a vicious attack. 
Victims of an attack that had left them, a helpless elf and a wounded dragon, pleading for Fox’s help. Help, along with retribution. 
Fox had recognised Flare straight away. Fox had known all the dragons his whole life. 
In his other life. 
Fox had been fresh from his own revenge and justice. So it was simple to agree to help, to make a promise. He’d understood the horror and violence of being a victim to those in power. But on seeing Flare, that should have alerted Fox that more was amiss. No matter how numb Fox had been, there was no excuse for not investigating further back then.
He’d been such a fool.
Fox closed his eyes, feeling colder than usual. 
In his mind, he looked at the Elder, seeing past their apparent wizened, old age, past the bitterness and disfiguring scars.
And Fox saw a girl. 
He saw a serving girl from the City of the Seers. Laughing with a serving boy, as they kissed in the shadows of a party, thinking no one had noticed. Only those sneaking by in the shadows as well would have seen them cavorting together. People like Fox, on his way to meet Owaen. When Fox wore another face as well.
Fox’s pale hand clutched the pendants of gold and topaz that hung under his black shirt against his heart. 
How the hells had a serving boy and serving girl become king and queen of bloody Aneirin? 
His words formed a silent curse as he frowned. What was the boy’s name? 
There had been so much happening at once, when he’d finally found out the girl’s name. The girl’s mother had died, shockingly, and had been the catalyst of much that followed.
Sophia, he realised. The girl’s name had been Sophia. 
How the hells had Sophia fallen so far to become the bitter and twisted creature that Fox was helping now?
Revenge, his frosty heart whispered. 
Revenge to warm chilled blood. Just like Fox knew it could. His revenge was long past. Now he was stuck in the middle of this mess. Another thought struck him.Flare. 
Could that bastard of a dragon not know who the Elder was? Who Sophia was? 
Before she’d become queen? 
Had that scaly little shit known the entire fucking time that he’d been helping a girl from the City of the Seers!? Or did he think he was helping a queen?
“Fuck.” Fox’s icy voice echoed down the shadows of the surrounding caves.
Flare was an arrogant bastard, but he was entirely self-absorbed. 
Fox hissed, realising it was unlikely that Flare would have paid much attention to the servants of that ruined city, thinking himself so far above them all. 
Fox’s mind was spinning.
Would Flare remember Sophia? The child of a woman whose death had sparked the ruination of the city Flare had loved?
A city ruined by the darkest dragon of them all? 
Fox looked up, staring at nothing. 
And Flare was there, in the heart of it all, looking out for Aurelia, when Fox could have been there instead. 
Heart still pounding, Fox stalked off down the passage, guilt trailing him like smoke.
Cursing himself, Fox hated to admit it. He’d been wrong.
He really should have gone with Aurelia instead of Flare, after all.






  
  PART TWO


Branches and Twigs

“Like a network of fine vessels and viscera, branches twist and fork away from the heart of the tree. All sorts of information and nutrients are carried along to the extremities as the forks split and split again. The further from the heart, the more delicate and vulnerable a branch becomes. Twigs are easily snapped and caught by the wind cover the forest floor, any possible forks now thwarted.” 
Taken from ‘Plant Lore on the Continent of Beinacoilia’ by Hypatia Carter, commissioned for the Library of Seers.
Added underneath in an expressive scrawl:
‘My dear wife, our boys grow faster every day. They are two distinct individuals despite their shared birth. I fear to see them grow, the time passing means they move further away from us.
x Illarion’
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Aurelia


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

The needle passed through Aurelia’s flesh with a soft rasp. The sting of each new stitch in her flesh was a welcome distraction. 
Rhydian’s horrified eyes, and his heartbroken cry, continued to echo inside of her.
Almost as bad was the fact that she had left him there with his father, a hypocritical monster, a man full of black powers. A man and a king who she had failed to kill, all because she had tried to show Rhydian the truth. 
Aurelia closed her eyes tight, trying to focus on the next stitch as it puckered her bleeding skin. Guilt crawled over her heart, as well as shame. She had a couple of hours alone with the prince, the dagger in her possession at last. Instead of using it, Aurelia had sat on Rhydian’s bed, cold and numb and useless.
When she should have killed Rhydian in his father’s place.
The needle rasped again, pulling through her skin with a sharp pinch. Aurelia cursed under her breath. When her eyes opened, Aurelia could see that the Healer was staring at her in concern. She waved at him to continue, wishing it hurt more.
Aurelia was perched on a smooth outcrop of pale stone that protruded from the cave floor. The Healer that tended to her had finished on her ribs, and was now finishing up the stitches over the gash in the flesh of her upper right arm. She hadn’t seen the Elder One yet. On arriving back at Lolihud, Aurelia had been delirious with blood loss. 
And sick with shame.
Rhydian’s blue eyes, wide with shock, haunted her delirium the whole flight back. She remembered little else at all. There had been a sickening jerk, and the pain of sliced flesh. Flare had caught her in the mist before she’d hit the courtyard below the prince’s tower with the only thing he could. His talons.
But in the eyes of the Elves of Lolihud, she might well have deserved worse. The hope of their arrival into Aneirin rested with her, and the curse being broken from within.
The prince’s cry echoed around her thoughts again.
Rhydian. I’m sorry. 
Flare had carried her over the biting cold of the southern forest for hours and hours of non-stop flight. He had flown himself into exhaustion to get her to the Healers of Lolihud, knowing all the while that she was losing blood to the abyss of night beneath them. 
Her spur-of-the-moment plan had been risky, and only with Flare’s help had she made it out alive. 
But why bother? Aurelia blinked her eyes to clear her cloudy vision. For herself? Or for Rhydian?
I’m sorry Rhydian. But you had to see. I had to see.
With a tiny hiss, Flare stretched his wings across from her. The dragon was back in his slight form, crouched in a dark nook halfway up the rocky wall. His shining eyes hadn’t left her face once, and reflected the dim light from the glowing fungus around the room. Apart from the Healer and his young assistant, who had answered Flare’s frantic roar on their arrival, they were alone.
The young man reheated the needle in a candle, wiped it on a soft cloth, and pressed it back through her flesh. The wound on her right arm was deep, but at least it was clean. Flare’s claws were sharp, after all. 
The Healer muttered an apology, but he kept stitching. Her legs had already received the same treatment in three places. Slipping a hand into a ruined pocket, Aurelia touched the garnet that Rhydian had given her, taking what little comfort she could. 
Rhydian’s face was all she could see, his desperate, heartbreaking cry playing over and over and over within her mind.
Flare rustled his wings again and stretched his neck from side to side. The tiny dragon cleared his throat. Wincing at the sound, the Healer looked like he was trying to ignore them as he worked. The needle sank back in. 
“Aurelia,” Flare murmured finally. “That was… brave of you.” It was the first thing he’d said since he’d saved her. 
Aurelia made no reply, her gaze on the needle.
Flare continued. “That was a risk, to raise the dagger before the king.”
Her eyes rose from the blood still leaking out of her upper arm to the tiny eyes glittering before her. They narrowed at her lack of response.
“It was also smart,” Flare’s voice was louder now, “because the prince got to see who, and what, his father really is.” 
The Healer murmured a word, and his assistant passed him the flagon of spirits waiting next to her thigh. He doused her arm again, washing the last of the blood away. The Healer’s eyes flicked up to her in apology again, before passing the flagon back to his assistant. He blew out a soft sigh and continued. 
“Perhaps that will help him later,” the dragon murmured, pausing. “Or perhaps not.”
Shrugging with the arm that had already been tended to, Aurelia looked away. She closed her eyes at the echo of Rhydian’s desperate cry, hating Flare’s words.
Later. 
Would there be a later for Rhydian, after witnessing what had happened with his father? The risk had been to her and him both, after all.
Glancing down at her free hand, Aurelia tried to unclench her fist. It was severely cramped from holding onto the dagger on their flight back to Lolihud. She didn't know what day it was. Flare’s soothing voice came again.
“You had to save yourself at the cost of your task. But you also revealed the king’s true nature to the prince; with the king’s own actions. Rhydian may never have believed your words without witnessing what he did.”
Aurelia’s gaze rose to meet the Flare’s, her mouth a thin line.
“Aurelia, it was well done. Considering what it cost you,” Flare flicked his eyes over the bloodied bandages all over the floor and her tattered clothes. 
“Considering what it could have cost you,” he added.
Footsteps echoed along the passage towards them, quick and purposeful. Aurelia hoped that it was her closest friend, Bindy, with wine, lots of wine.
Glancing at the archway, then back at Flare, Aurelia tried to speak. Her mouth was too dry to form anything that resembled sense, however. So she snagged the flagon from the startled assistant, swaying as she brought it to her lips, almost draining it. It was a fiery brew, distilled from wild grains along the lower mountains where the icy slopes met the forest. 
Flare’s eyes were still intent on her face, and the stinging liquid finally allowing her to speak.
“I deserved worse,” said Aurelia finally, her voice laden with bitterness. What was Fox going to say? That was going to be the worst of it all.
Waving the flagon at her bandages, and at her chest, Aurelia snorted with a bitterness that had Flare shaking his head. He knew it hurt her to move. Not just from the cuts, but from the bruise that had spread across her chest and abdomen. The king’s magic had hit her like a fist of raw power, as it had blown her off the terrace.
The footsteps became louder, and Flare’s gaze flicked to the archway before searching her face once more. He opened his mouth to speak, but Aurelia beat him to it.
“I deserved worse,” she hissed, her clenched fist trembling. “I failed. Rhydian…” she paused as Flare’s eyes flickered towards the Healer then back to hers, “I mean the prince, the look on his face. How we left him…” 
Aurelia rubbed her face with her free hand, examining the surrounding mess. She ignored the two silent men, no doubt intent on hearing about what had happened.
Flare moved to the edge of his rocky niche, clearly wanting to say more, but the determined footsteps finally reached the archway.
A young man appeared. His voice was curt.
“The Hall. Now.” 
Aurelia took another swig as she recognised who it was. It was Gavin, Fox’s arrogant younger brother. They looked similar, but under the surface, the two men were poles apart.
The Healer glanced up from his work, only halfway across the last major wound. “I don’t think that-”
Gavin cut him off. 
“I don’t give a bat’s arse what you think. The Elder has been asking for Aurelia. So she will go now.” 
“Gavin, even you’re smart enough to see I’m almost done.” Aurelia’s voice was cool, enjoying the way his eyes bugged at her words. “I’ll be there shortly.” 
Aurelia glanced back at Flare; his tiny eyes blinked a warning. 
With a sneer, Gavin crossed the room, his lip curling at the mass of bloodied bandages around him. With a sudden swipe of his hand, he knocked the flagon from her grasp. 
Pulling her upright with a painful jerk, Gavin’s lips twisted with a cruel smile. “Is that so, chosen one?” he hissed in her face.
Aurelia’s nostrils flared. Gavin’s breath smelled like the fiery wine that he’d just wasted. Her gaze dropped to the shards of pottery on the stone floor before returning to his furious eyes. Without hesitating, Aurelia jerked her head forward, connecting her forehead to his nose. 
Although it pulled her new stitches painfully, there was a satisfyingly loud crunch. 
With a muffled cry, Gavin staggered back, blood spurting from his broken nose. His pain filled gaze was murderous as he clawed at his face. The assistant stepped back from them in a hurry, his hands clasped before him, over his bloody apron. 
“You bloody bitch,” Gavin finally spat out. 
Aurelia smiled. From beside them, Flare sighed loudly. 
Eyes on her face, Gavin reached out a hand, curling his fingers at the Healer’s assistant. The assistant jumped into action, hurriedly grabbing a wad of clean cloth, handing it to Gavin. The Healer, his needle still joined to Aurelia by his latest row of stitching, was stuttering.
“You… you need to put your head down-” the Healer’s voice cut off when Gavin’s furious gaze flickered his way. 
With a rough jerk, one holding the cloth to his bloody nose, Gavin used his free hand to pull Aurelia to her feet. Aurelia swayed, and not being able to help it, laughed at his expression.  
Looking her up and down, Gavin shook his head and dragged her out the doorway. Aurelia was pulled along behind him, stumbling from the effects of both blood loss and wine. The Healer had to run alongside her, his eyes wide and frantic. He was desperately holding onto the needle that was still attached to the thread in her arm. 
“Please, Gavin!” the Healer gasped. “Aurelia is still bleeding. We’re not done!”
Catching sight of Gavin’s murderous expression, Aurelia thought that was quite brave of the Healer to protest. They were moving with haste, and the stone hallway lurched around her, along with the lights. The lanterns and glowing fungus were bright spots that danced in her vision. 
“I’m fine,” Aurelia murmured to the Healer. He widened his eyes at her. 
It was true. She was as fine as she ever would be, apart from the dread in her heart at facing the consequences of her actions. But there had been no other choice. Hadn’t there?
Rhydian’s wide eyes haunted her all the way down the passage to the great hall.
Flare, gliding along the tunnel above them, was thankfully silent.
Dragging her down the passage, Gavin snorted a reply to the Healer and aimed for the larger opening of three to their left. The light was brighter there. She could see the gold of the murals glowing in the warm light. The patterns of the beautiful floor she used to skip across. The sight usually calmed her, but now it had her swallowing in shame. 
As Gavin pulled her through the archway into the Hall, the soft murmuring of the small crowd gathered near the dais grew silent. Fox was nowhere to be seen. Dozens of other faces turned towards them, possibly the entire Lolihud council, expressions cold. Their brightly coloured furs, speckled with jewels, were at odds with Aurelia’s ruined clothes. She drew the remnants of her cloak tighter around her, not that it helped much. Thankfully, her parents didn’t seem to be amongst them. But she found Bindy’s wide eyes behind the cave elders. 
A path cleared, and Gavin shoved her through, right to the dais that spanned one end of the great hall. The puffing Healer skidded to a stop beside them, still holding the needle attached to her skin. 
Bindy was pointing at the end of her thick plait of ashen hair at Aurelia. Her friend mouthed something that looked like you are in deep shit; and then raised her eyebrows in concern.
Aurelia shook her head slightly. No, she wasn’t ok, not even close.
Sliding her gaze past Bindy, Aurelia steeled herself, and turned her gaze to the Elder, the most respected elf of them all. Their hair hung around their head like wisps of cobwebs, and pale eyes burned from amongst their wrinkled face. The Elder’s fine red robes of fur and velvet made Aurelia hate Gavin even more, dragging her before their leader looking like she did. She was a mess, inside and out.
The pale face that glared down at her was colourless, marked and wrinkled like old linen. Clawed, frail hands clung to the arms of the chair.
“Explain yourself,” they snapped, their dry voice full of barely restrained fury.
“Elder One,” Aurelia murmured, blanching. She bowed, wobbling slightly, yanking her arm from Gavin’s rough grip. Her head was spinning. The Healer bent his head beside them, still breathing hard.
“Explain yourself,” the shrunken figure on the dais repeated, the dry rasp more pronounced.
“Elder One, I’m sorry. I-”
“I said explain yourself, not excuse.” 
The Elder’s eyes, like clear ice from the deepest lakes, bored into Aurelia when she finally raised her head.
With a soft stirring of air, Flare landed on Aurelia’s shoulder, his claws squeezed her shoulders only just. Aurelia recognised the warning there, as much as the reassurance. Aurelia licked her dry lips, swaying further. Realising her legs were about to give out, she sunk to her knees with a groan. The Healer had no choice but to kneel as well.
“The king,” Aurelia began. “He came back before I was ready. I... I had to make do with the prince.” 
The Elder One sat up straighter, their robes rustling quietly. All else around them was still.
“I see. Make do. I see.” The Elder’s dry voice was deadly quiet. 
Flare squeezed Aurelia again. The Healer beside her was hardly breathing. Aurelia could see the pool of his cloak on the stone floor shivering with his fear. Aurelia continued, bowing her head.
“I was in the castle with the prince. We were at an impasse. The king returned by surprise. I took a risk, and I forced his hand. I-”
“You forced his hand,” the Elder hissed, mimicking Aurelia again. Their pale eyes were now incandescent with rage.
“I drew the dagger. I-”
“Yes!” The Elder hissed. “You drew the dagger before both of them. As if you could wield it against them both.” Their rasping voice rose in volume, echoing around the great hall. “You brainless, useless fool!”
Aurelia chewed her bottom lip, her guts twisting, as the Elder’s shadow seemed to grow on the wall behind them like some grotesque tree. Around them, no one moved, shocked at the outburst from the normally serene leader. 
Oh gods, it was as bad as she knew it would be.
Trembling with shame, Aurelia knew she had failed. But she could go back. She would go back. Flare would take her back and she would… would what? Sneak in, and gain Rhydian’s trust yet again? 
Aurelia blinked his innocent face away from her twisting thoughts. 
Of course she would.
The other Elves shifted around them, this time stepping away, and a soft murmuring accompanied them. Glancing back, Flare took off from Aurelia’s shoulder with a frustrated hiss. 
Aurelia snuck a glance at the Healer, who was looking behind them, his eyes wide. Someone had come up behind her. His ordinarily arrogant boot steps had been silent. A frigid voice broke the tension, managing to sound bored and while being coldly polite.
“If I may?” 
A pale hand appeared between her and the Healer. Wordlessly, the Healer handed over the needle that was still attached by a shining thread to Aurelia’s throbbing arm.
Fox.
Thank the gods, she prayed. As much as she dreaded the disappointment in his eyes, she felt calmer now that he had appeared.
With a bow to the Elder, the Healer rose, backing away. His soft slippers made a gentle scuff across the stones, clearly picking up speed as he fled the hall.
“Aurelia.”
Aurelia stood up with a soft grunt, Fox’s free hand cool on her mostly bare back as he helped her rise. He stepped in close, his usual black attire a stark contrast to the coloured fabrics around them. The Elves had given him a wide berth, none daring to challenge his interruption. Flare landed a fair distance away, down along the dais.
“Elder One,” Fox said, his voice still unruffled. 
The Elder sat back down from their half raised position. “Fox.”
“I fear that we may have not heard all the facts of this unexpected event.” 
With a chilling smile, Fox turned to Gavin, who was still hovering nearby. Gavin blanched at the attention, his hand clenching around the bloody cloth under his nose. Fox turned back to Aurelia, eyebrows raised in a smirk, and his cool breath washed over her with the scent of icy musk and minerals. 
“Aurelia,” Fox murmured, holding up the needle. “Please, continue.”
And with that, he slid the needle back into the torn skin of her arm. His chilling smile returned at her startled gasp, but the needle didn’t falter. 
Right.
Aurelia, with eyes straight ahead, repeated her account quickly and without emotion. The king’s sudden return, the forcing of his hand, and being flung over the balcony wall. Her descent into the mist below, blindly trusting Flare to catch her. 
She left out the shocked expression on Rhydian’s face that was burned into her mind, and his horrified yell still reverberating in her ears.
When Aurelia had finished, the silence in the room dragged out. The Elder’s colourless eyes dropped to the surgery in front of them and slid over Fox’s black clad form. He’d made no comment while he worked, his touch surprisingly gentle.
Better than she deserved.
Aurelia lowered her throbbing, spinning head; her gaze tracing the shapes of the coloured marble slabs beneath her boots. When was the last time she had skipped across them? It seemed impossibly long ago.
There was a soft tug as Fox tied the knot on the last stitch. Fox casually leant over, severing the thread with his even white teeth. As Aurelia risked a glance at him, one of his gold-flecked black eyes winked at her. 
Bastard. 
Ignoring her scowl, Fox casually unwound his black cloak from his shoulders to drape it over hers instead. As the heavy fabric settled, his hand slid down her arm to give her a quick squeeze. Aurelia tried to swallow her hiss, but Fox’s quiet laugh told her he’d heard it.
“All done,” he announced loudly. He then threw the used needle up into the air, where it vanished in a puff of grey ash.
At this casual display of power, the silence was thick and tense. Most Elves had barely enough to help them see in the dark, or adjust the colour of their hair. How Fox had so much, he’d never explained. It seemed likely no one would ever ask. 
After a moment, the Elder One cleared their throat.
“Thank you for your assistance, Fox.” The Elder’s voice sounded more in control, although their cautious respect of Fox’s power was clear to all of them gathered around. The Elder One’s hands fluttered into their lap. “And the shard?”
“I have it. Here-” Aurelia fumbled to collect it from her nearly ruined cloak. She raised her newly stitched arm to hold up the dagger. Fox plucked it from her grip without a word and examined it intently. He frowned.
The Elder drew back with a dry gasp. “You bought it here?”
“Right here, safe and sound,” Fox said clearly, raising his gaze. He held the dagger up. “Just as you asked her to retrieve it and bring it here. Remember, oh great Elder One?”
Wrinkled, thin lips pursed. “Well yes, but after-”
“The planned mission had to change,” Fox continued, his tone mild. “Because our intelligence was off, and we missed the king leaving. Aurelia did a fine job of working with what she had.”
Thank the Gods that Fox was helping her when she had clearly failed, the shame a bitter ache in her guts.
Aurelia held her breath, watching as the Elder One narrowed their eyes. No one else would dare speak to the Elder like this. Aurelia was ashamed of her failed mission, but grateful that Fox was there to have her back.
The silence continued until Gavin snorted. “Elder One.” 
Aurelia closed her eyes. 
Shit. 
It was no secret that Gavin and Fox weren’t as close as they had once been. She had been grateful that Fox hadn’t seen the way Gavin had dragged her here, not for Gavin’s sake, but for her own. She didn’t want to cause a further scene in front of the Elder One. 
Fox refused to turn to his younger brother, his dark gaze intent on the Elder’s face. But Aurelia could feel Fox tense up beside her.
“Yes?” Pale eyes flicked Gavin’s way. 
“I’m confused,” Gavin snapped, and turned to Fox. “For fuck’s sake, brother. She might be your little bitch, but she fucked this-”
Finally, looking at his brother, Fox’s voice was like snow on a chill wind. “Stop talking.” 
Gavin opened his mouth again, lips twisted in a sneer, waving his bloody cloth to the side. But no one got a chance to hear what else he had to say. Suddenly, Gavin dropped the cloth, grabbing his groin. The sneer was wiped off his face, and he collapsed on the marble floor, writhing in agony.
Fox hadn’t moved, yet he’d somehow aimed a magical kick at his brother’s balls. 
Fox raised his gaze back to the Elder One, who swore under their breath. Their gaze, no longer fuelled with rage, stared with fascination at Gavin. The young man was still moaning in pain, cupping himself with both hands.
Aurelia wanted to laugh, a hysterical bubble rising in her throat, but she wisely held her tongue. It was an amazing display of power, and the colourfully robed Elves stepped back, away from Gavin. All Elves had power, but only in minute doses. Better eyesight, strength, and longer lives. Which honed their skills with mining, even though Flare was the only dragon that still collected the crystals they dug from the mountain. 
“Like I said,” Fox sighed, cutting the tension with his bored voice. “The dagger has been found, as you requested.”
No one spoke. The Elder One nodded, a tiny shift of their head, pale hair drifting around them at odds with their rich red robes.
“I will now accompany Aurelia to make sure she gets some rest.” Fox paused for a moment, turning to Aurelia with a grim expression. “Because now that Aurelia has completed the first part of her mission, she will need her strength to return to Aneirin and complete it.”
Aurelia’s simple joy at seeing Gavin writhing in pain turned to panic in an instant. It was suddenly hard to breathe.
She knew she had to go back. 
I’m sorry Rhydian. I don’t have a choice.
The Elder flicked a glanced at Flare, who had been watching silently on the dais. His shining eyes were unreadable as he turned to blink at Aurelia.
“The plan is unchanged,” the dragon murmured, his wings drooping.
“Good,” the Elder murmured. Hands, twisted and pale, once again clenched the arms of the chair. “We will continue as planned. Except for one detail, Fox. I want you to take Aurelia back there.”
Fox straightened. “No.”
The Elder One tilted their head, glancing behind him. Aurelia realised with a start that Jessikah had been standing behind them the whole time.
The Elder one smiled, a cruel twist of their lips. “Like you said. Our information was wrong. So Aurelia is going to need your help. I need you to make sure it gets done.”
Fox cursed under his breath.
“You know what’s at stake,” the Elder pressed. “You swore to me we would see this through.”
With a sharp jerk of his chin, Fox nodded. His mouth tightened, and a muscle twitched along his jaw.
“Fine,” Fox bit out, turning to Aurelia, his eyes full of shadows. “I will take her back. Aurelia will complete what she was sent to do.”
Aurelia, her head still making the hall around her spin, wanted to rip out the shame and fear that coiled within her at Fox’s words. The bright marble shapes beneath her boots seemed to mock her. The game had changed.
Fox’s gaze was intense as he stared into her secret heart, speaking of her dread aloud.
“She will go back,” he continued, eyes glittering with black and gold. “And if she can’t reach the king, Aurelia will spill the blood of the prince instead.”
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Gavin


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

The great hall was deserted.  
Those gathered to bear witness to the consequences of Aurelia’s failed mission had left. The dragon had gone. The shell that was Jessikah had left. Aurelia had gone. 
And so had Fox, if he had ever really been there at all.
From his position on the floor, Gavin rolled onto his back. His burning rage and shame had kept him on the ground, gasping with pain while everyone had taken their leave. His gaze travelled up the strange dark shapes of rock formations that made up the vast walls of the cavern. They met far overhead, in twisted shapes of stone and shadow. 
“Where’s my brother?” he whispered, wiping drying blood from under his nose. 
No reply sounded from the empty hall.
The Elves had bowed or curtseyed to the red-robed figure as the Elder One had risen and left. Not a word was said to Gavin. Not one damn word before they’d turned and left in a swirl of coloured furs passing by his face. Aurelia, with the man that looked like his brother, had left straight after the Elder One had retired. The crowd had parted to let them pass. Flare and Jessikah had left, too. 
Someone had taken a few of the lanterns and fungus lights away, and Gavin blinked at the darkness far above. 
“Shit.”
Ashamed at his weakness, he just lay there, finding it difficult to think. 
His brother had always been a stuck up bastard, with a righteous sense of honour. Because Fox knew he was better than anyone, including Gavin, and that was fine. And Fox had tolerated Gavin, teaching him how to be better, stronger. When Gavin failed, lost to drink or risky behaviours with his mates, Fox’s discipline was always swift and brutal. But it was also meted out in private. 
Unlike today, because in front of everyone, Fox had knocked him down. Using his fucking endless supply of weird magic, doling out a fierce kick in between Gavin’s legs. Without even having moved a damn muscle.
Gavin bit the inside of his cheek.
But the worst of all had been Aurelia. Her smirk was burned into his brain.
Despite the major fuck up of her mission, the dark-haired favourite of the Elder One had smirked at him. 
Gavin’s cheeks flushed red. He’d wanted to slap it off her face, and then teach her a long awaited lesson. His groin tightened at the idea, before the ache of his bruised balls had him cursing again. He hissed into the empty hall.
“I hate you, you bi-” 
An icy hand snapped out of the darkness, grabbing him violently by the throat. 
Gavin nearly soiled himself with shock as he was jerked upright. The grip was so strong his boots barely touched the floor.
Fox. 
The creature that looked like his brother hadn’t left at all. 
Fox’s colourless face was centimetres from Gavin, and his eyes were full of strange golden lights that Gavin had assumed was some fucked up, arrogant nod to their Elven power. But their expression… Gods. If Gavin could have drawn a breath, he would have screamed. The toes of his boots scraped wildly along the floor. His groin was still on fire, and he clawed at Fox’s chilly hand around his throat, desperately trying to get more air. 
He couldn’t. 
Jerking Gavin to his face, Fox’s icy breath brushed across Gavin’s lips, and across the dried blood under his nose. Fox’s pale lips never moved, but his raw voice sounded in Gavin’s mind. It felt like shards of glass piercing his brain. 
“Listen to me, you abusive, manipulative little shit. I have had enough of your games with the innocent girls if these caves.”
Gavin tried to speak, but found he could not. The soundless, grating voice continued.
“If I ever hear you speak like that about Aurelia, or any woman, ever again…” Fox’s silent voice trailed off, his icy hand tightening around Gavin’s throat. Gavin spluttered, his vision closing in, his boots hanging limply over the floor. Fox’s lips spread into a smile so full of satisfaction that Gavin whimpered to see it.
“I will rip off,” the voice spiked into Gavin’s brain once more, “what was merely bruised today.” 
Glittering eyes bored into Gavin’s, growing larger and filling his vision. And then all at once, the hand around his throat opened, and Gavin was dropped without ceremony. 
Pain shot up his thighs as he landed badly onto his knees, and his grunt of pain was a loud bark in the silence. As he desperately gasped in air, his lungs wheezing, he could feel a warm wetness spilling out from his broken nose. 
Gavin spat out fresh blood over the spotless marble floor, his shaking hands protecting his bruised throat, and raised his head.
The hall was empty.
There was no one there.
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Fox


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

Despite the seriousness of their situation, Fox quite simply could not wipe the smirk off his face. As he helped Aurelia down the dimly lit tunnel, Fox’s exceptional hearing could still pick up Gavin’s desperate, choking gasps. 
Even better, Gavin would now sport a bruised throat, matching that of the last girl Fox had caught him with. The bastard had caused enough harm to the innocent girls of the caves, girls who had no inner strength to stand up to him like Aurelia dared. Perhaps the little twit had finally learnt his lesson? But on seeing the hate shining in Gavin’s eyes, even as Fox’s power had held Gavin in a life ending grasp, Fox doubted it. And, sooner or later, Fox’s patience would end. 
Beside him, Aurelia bobbed her head to another elf coming towards them along the passage. It was wide enough that they could all pass freely. The old woman, dressed warmly in pale silver furs, smiled tentatively at Aurelia. But she lowered her eyes on passing Fox and pressed herself against the far wall. 
Fox snorted, earning him an elbow in the ribs from Aurelia. His hand squeezed her back, through his cloak that she still wore, in return.
Flare had taken off somewhere, and Fox had sent Jessikah on ahead to warm something to drink. Aurelia was limping noticeably, her boot steps uneven on the smooth polished floor, so Fox kept his hand against her back for support. She was most likely hating it, but with her blood loss and ordeal was thankfully not fighting his help. 
With a painful sigh, Aurelia stopped at a tunnel, the one that led to her chambers deeper in the mountain. She grabbed the side of the opening, a beautifully carved arch of glittering pale limestone, catching her breath. Fox’s hand tightened on her back. She probably expected to head to the more public quarters, to see her parents. A pair of brightly clothed teenage girls skipped out of the side tunnel, their steps faltering as they realised who was standing there. They left quickly, without even the usual whispers that followed him around.
“No,” Fox murmured, his voice soft, wiping a lock of hair away from Aurelia’s face.
At her questioning glance, Fox pointed at the end of the tunnel they were in, towards an archway. A set of stairs carved directly into the shimmering rock was visible in the shadows on the other side. Aurelia’s green eyes widened in confusion, and Fox gestured again, but she shook her head. 
Thinking fast, Fox stepped closer and covered Aurelia’s mouth with his. 
There were still Elves around, and as much as the thought of kissing her appealed to him, he needed her attention. But considering what he had to share, it seemed best that the people around needed to think they were up to something else.
Pausing the kiss, Fox rested his cool lips over Aurelia’s, his forehead pressed against hers. Aurelia sighed, leaning into him, her hands clutching his shirt.
“Fox, no. I need to rest… And…”
He breathed his words into her mouth, a soft cool breath. 
“Aurelia,” he murmured, “I have information. We need privacy.”
After a moment, a spark of understanding flared in her eyes. She let herself smile and playfully bite his bottom lip. Fox’s smirk returned, and his soft laugh was genuine as he pulled away. 
This time, Aurelia didn’t protest as he led her to the stairs. But she hissed as she climbed, even with support. Leading her out into a wider passage, Fox paused at the only door on the deserted landing. The door, arched at the top, was made of dark green marble, had been fixed there with a fair bit of magic. Fox was pleased with Aurelia’s sigh of awe, and one of her hands traced the veins running through the polished stone. 
“Fox,” she breathed. “Are we… is this..?”
Taking a breath, Fox nodded. Aurelia had worked out where they were, even though she’d never been to his chambers before. 
Fox opened the door wide, and his useless, empty heart twitched at Aurelia’s gasp of wonder.
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Cas


Year 367
Aneirin

Cas dumped the bucket of water over himself, clothes and all. 
The cold liquid helped to clear his head, but when he looked up, the sky was still a foggy mixture of lurid colours and sickeningly shaped clouds. Cas dipped the bucket back into the well, and emptied it over himself again, cursing at the cold temperature. Children laughed nearby, but not close enough to see him bent over the well behind the inn like a fool. He clenched his eyes shut as they jeered. Their voices were almost visible, like ripples that floated in front of the white-washed walls around him.
“Bloody hell,” Cas hissed, shaking his wet hair.
When he opened his eyes, he could see water droplets scatter in slow motion, each one a tiny diamond. Rainbows glowed within each drop, stinging his eyes with their brightness. Shivers ran down his spine and he sniffed, trying to clear the visions from his gaze. He was so high that he’d hallucinated a bloody dragon, soaring through the mist above him. His ride back here, down through the steep, wet roads of the town, had been a delirium-fuelled struggle to stay on his horse.
Had the king poisoned him with whatever type of magic that the man carried? Either way, it felt like all that Cas had been was now stripped away, leaving pure energy behind. All but the ache in his head, and a burning in his hands.
Cas dipped the bucket once more and emptied it over himself one more time. Dropping the bucket back into the well, he watched the rope jerk and go slack. The bucket slowly filled with water to eventually sink beneath the surface. As the rippling surface calmed, Cas caught sight of his face and wild hair, and the billowing mist around. And just above him was a pair of rounded, yellow eyes.
Resting his hands on the edge of the bricks, Cas tilted his head back, blinking slowly. An owl stared back peevishly, its head bobbing side to side. The large bird was sitting on the wooden beam over the well, where the bucket’s rope was tied. Cas raised a shaking hand, sending a jet of magic its way, fully expecting it to pass through the hallucination. 
The badly aimed burst of magic only ruffled a speckled wing. But the owl gave a startled hoot of indignation, lifting off the beam, great wings wide. Its sharp talons hung low from the soft feathers of its underbelly as it flapped off with silent wings, disappearing into the colourful mist. 
Cas hung his head and cursed again.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, a guilty flush creeping over his wet cheeks. He leant back over the curved wall of the well, resting his forehead against the wet bricks. “I thought you weren’t real,” he muttered, pleading with his reflection.
The children laughed again, closer this time.
Cas groaned and staggered upright, looking around. The mist had cleared at ground level, and by the looks of the pink and purple clouds, the rain was still threatening to return. 
He really needed to get inside to pack up and leave the city until the king’s magic had been properly absorbed into his trembling flesh. But the idea of stumbling to the inn, and up the flight of stairs to his room, had his head spinning all over again. It had been hard enough to slide off his horse in the stable, hoping the thing didn’t wander away before one of the grooms found it. 
There was just so damn much to think about, namely the fact that he couldn’t remember what exactly had gone on in the castle with the king. Cas felt amazingly flush with magic. That certainly couldn’t be denied, but he was as high as a cloud, and needed to be alone to work back over the events that had left him reeling. Something about-
The laughter of the children came from right behind him, and Cas realised they’d wandered down the muddy alley beside the inn.
“For fuck’s sake,” Cas muttered, staggering away from the well.
In his wet clothes and muddy boots, he stumbled to the side of the building. He reached out both hands for the wall and pulled himself along, trying to locate the stable the doors. His hands chafed on the rough wall, the flesh of his palms still tingling with the magic that his body was trying desperately to absorb. The clouds and mist were still a bright mishmash of colours, and he clenched his eyes for a moment, trying to clear his wavering vision.
As he pulled himself along the wall, half a dozen children passed him by. Only one of them looked his way, those of the distressed eyes of the tallest boy seeking Cas for help. The boy was shoved roughly towards the well, before Cas could focus on his face. The children crowded around the boy and started their taunts again.
“Freak! Take a bath!”
“Yeah! Go take a bath! Wash that thing off your face!”
Sighing, thanking the gods that he had no children of his own, Cas continued to half walk, half stumble along the wall. He blinked rapidly, trying to make sense of what was real and what was not.
“Oh? What’s that? You can’t?!”
The children all laughed again.
“That’s right! He can’t. He was born a deformed freak, and his freak face will stay that way forever!”
Cas froze.
“Freak!”
“Deformed weirdo!”
As if of its own accord, one of Cas’ hands let go of the wall. He reached up with one shaking finger and caressed the corner of his right eye. The children continued to laugh, wild jeers of cruel delight echoing around the yard.
With one hand still bracing the wall, Cas carefully turned back to face the well. With his back resting against the whitewashed bricks behind him, it took him a moment for the children’s faces to clear up from their original blur. When Cas finally focused on the victim of their cruel taunts, Cas sucked in a sharp breath through his teeth. His hand dropped away from his eye.
The tall boy, surrounded by the other kids, was crying. That much was obvious. What had been less obvious until now was the kid’s deformed lip. If it was a scar or birthmark, Cas couldn’t tell. Either way, it was obviously something the boy couldn’t help.
Cas’ mind wavered, and the boy’s dark hair and dark eyes morphed with that of a small blonde child, teased mercilessly for his weird eyes. Cas blinked, trying to focus on the here and now. As he did, one of the children picked up a handful of mud and launched it at the crying boy. Brown gobs slid down the boy’s tunic, and the boy’s sob turned into a choking gasp.
Cas was half gagging himself at the sight of the mud, hating the scent of the dirt and the stables nearby. He cleared his throat.
“Children.”
Another one of the bullies picked up a handful of filth and dirt. 
“Oh children,” Cas called again, raising his voice.
As the fresh fistful of mud landed on the victim, the rest jeered and danced around.
“CHILDREN.”
Abruptly, the laughter died. Six scowling faces turned to Cas, while the muddied victim covered his face with his hands, shoulders shaking with his sobs. 
Cas pushed himself off the wall and staggered across the yard as casually as he was able. The sky above and the surrounding air were still dancing with impossibly coloured shapes. He blinked again, feeling the glamour of his disguise rippling across his eyes and getting harder to keep in place.
“Thank you for your attention,” Cas said, pausing unsteadily, not quite halfway to the well. He pointed at the crying boy. “I’ve an idea. How about you leave him alone, and take your hilarious games elsewhere?”
One of the youngest, a small girl, sniggered, and beside her a red-headed boy laughed.
“What’s your problem, old man?!” the red head jeered.
With a soft laugh, Cas stumbled forward again, nodding to himself. 
The small girl tried to step in front of him, but with an idle jerk to her hair, Cas shoved her aside. She cried out, backing away in shock, tears in her eyes. The red-headed boy disappeared for a moment, crouching down beside her.
“Hey! Don’t touch my sister, you prick!” one of the other boys yelled, a short kid with curly hair.
“Or what?” Cas sneered back, making it to the well beside the tall boy, who was trying his hardest to stop crying.
Caught off guard, the children had nothing to say to that, and the small yard was quiet except for the sniffling of their victim. Thick gobs of mud were still gliding down his ruined shirt. Eventually, the red-headed boy stepped forward, his hand clutching a fresh handful of dirt and filth.
“Or this,” he laughed with a smirk, and flung the mud at Cas.
It landed with a wet squelch on Cas’ still dripping shirt. 
Looking down, his head still spinning slightly, Cas watched it slide down the fine embroidery, dripping off the edge back to the muck below. After a moment, he raised his head, eyes narrowed at the red-headed boy.
“Ah,” Cas murmured. He smiled, nostrils flaring wide.
With his beady eyes widening, the red-headed boy stepped back, stumbling into the little girl. The little girl’s brother, now with one arm around her shoulders, whistled rudely.
“Take that, you old git,” the boy jeered.
Feeling brave, one of the other kids called out as well.
“Piss off and eat a bag of dicks, loser!”
Impressed with the pertinent insult, Cas straightened, wiping the mud off his shirt despite the grit irritating his still burning hands. The magic pulsing within him wanted to clean it off completely, but Cas reined it in, feeling more like himself. The riot of colours in the mist, now just soft greens and pale blues, were starting to return to their normal wispy greys and whites.
Turning to the muddy victim, Cas softened his smile. “Be a good lad for me? Run along home now.”
The boy, much to his credit, stared at Cas with determined eyes. With one last sniffle, the victimised boy wiped his face with a dirty hand. It left a smear across his face, highlighting the twist in his top lip. He gulped.
“I want to watch,” the boy whispered.
Eyebrows raised in pleasant surprise, Cas nodded. He turned around, smiling brightly. The other children were realising that they had miscalculated the unsteady blonde man before them. They were edging away.
Cas’ gaze found the one who had called out his timely insult.
“Eat a bag of dicks, you say? Interestingly enough, I have.” 
Dropping the glamour away from his gaze, Cas took a casual step towards the child. At the sight of Cas’ true eyes, the boy froze with shock, his mouth hanging open soundlessly. 
Leaning over, with blue sparks appearing to drip from his burning fingertips, Cas licked his lips, tasting the water from the well.
“And while they were somewhat painful,” Cas murmured, reaching for the horrified boy, “each one was a delight.”
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He wrapped the mortar and pestle up in a clean shirt and made sure the bundle was packed snuggly at the bottom of his leather satchel. It was unlikely he’d need it again, but the damn thing might stand as a reminder to never repeat the experience of a few nights ago. Cleaning blood splatters from the walls, ceiling, and desk had left him a gagging mess. As he tucked other items over the mortar, he was only half listening to the rushing boot steps and frantic voices downstairs. 
Once he was done, Cas reached into his purse, and drew out a gold coin. He flipped it behind him without looking.
“Take my bags down for me, boy?” he asked, while retying the purse strings.
A shy voice behind him replied straight away. “Yes, sir.”
Raising his head, Cas nodded, smiling at the small bronze mirror on the wall in front of him. He was clean, dry, and free of mud. Normal looking blue eyes stared back at him, surrounded by a tidy mane of pale blonde hair. He was feeling much more like himself. 
He felt powerful and in control. 
The upside-down tilt of his smile sharpened.
Mostly in control.
“Good lad,” Cas murmured over his shoulder. “I’ll catch up.”
As the boy, with his brown hair freshly washed, carried his bag downstairs, Cas examined the room one last time. He frowned at the broken chair, a pile of broken wood in the corner. He hated to leave a mess.
“Goodbye,” he murmured, letting his magic flow like honey from his fingertips. 
The temperature dropped a degree, and the remains of the chair disintegrated, turning into neat little piles of dust. From the doorway, Cas sent a slow gentle breeze around the chamber, watching with pleasure as the dust dissipated around the room. 
Satisfied, Cas hummed another tuneless melody, and followed the boy down and out to the stables. The acrid scent of mud and fear was thick in the air.
As the boy led Cas’ horse from the stables, still untended by the inn’s grooms and therefore still saddled and ready, Cas ignored the crowds of people rushing by. Taking the reins from the boy, he mounted up with ease and winked at his helper. The boy passed up the satchel, smiling shyly, and touched his clean tunic. All without a single glance towards the adults gathered around the well, most of them were yelling, cursing, or crying.
“Be a good lad,” Cas drawled in parting, biting his lip and trying not to laugh. “Or not.”
They shared another smile. Cas urged his horse onto the misty street, the tuneless hum a pleasant buzz upon his lips.
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Aurelia


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

The door swung wide, and Aurelia stepped into a lush garden. 
As she took in the wild and chaotic greenery before her, Aurelia realised garden wasn’t the right word. Beneath icy peaks, deep inside tunnels lit with fungus, Fox’s private chambers housed a forest. There was fresh air too. She realised his chambers were so far along the Lolihud cave system; they had access to the far side of the sheer edge of the mountains. There was a section of narrow windows, with one crystal pane slightly ajar.
The door had opened into a large, well-lit chamber, possibly the largest private chamber she had ever seen. It was hard to tell because of all the plants; there were bright ferns, bushy trees and flowering shrubs. 
Aurelia stared at the green wonderland, inhaling deeply. 
It reminded her of Rhydian, his wild scent, and the forest where she’d first seen him. Her sides ached at her deep breath, but she inhaled again anyway, losing herself for just a moment. 
At Fox’s urging, she finally stepped into the greenery. Walking slowly, she brushed her fingertips over velvet like leaves and swollen buds ready to flower. A large bed, made of black wood with beautifully carved head and footboards, lay positioned in the centre of the chamber. It was cooler there, and dim. But as she stopped and stared, coloured glass lanterns flared to life, recessed in the walls beyond the greenery. Glancing up, her wide eyes traced the heights of the small pines that sprouted from the spongy earth beneath her boots.
Tiny shimmering wings flickered and danced past, tiny insects busy making their way through the blossoms. The hum of their wings was as much at odds to her ears as the entire forest was to her eyes.
Fox stopped behind her, letting her drink it all in.
Her ribs were on fire, her hand was a cramped mess, her cuts were stinging, and she kept hearing Rhydian’s wordless cry over in her mind. But her sigh was one of genuine wonder.
“You know, Fox,” Aurelia murmured, caressing a tightly curled frond. “Your brother says that your time in the forest, tracking down refugees, has changed you for the worse.” She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply once again. “But standing here, that seems hard to believe.” 
Fox’s hands slid up her back gently, leaving her sore flesh tingling in their wake.
“Stay away from Gavin,” he muttered. His cool hands stopped to rest upon her aching shoulders. The tingling sensation turned into a soothing hum, and he stepped closer so his chest was against her back. 
Sighing, Fox pressed his face into her hair. When he spoke again, his voice had softened. 
“Aurelia. I’ve missed you.”
“I missed you too, Fox,” Aurelia sighed, opening her eyes and leaning back into his strength. His hands tightened on her shoulders, over his cloak. Shifting against him, Aurelia tried to scratch one of her itching wounds. It was almost burning.
“Stop moving,” Fox murmured. “I’m nearly finished.”
She froze. “What?”
Fox’s hand tightened further, and the burning and itching all along her body and arms flared up.
“Stop it!” Aurelia hissed, trying to pull away. “I deserve your magic-”
“What you deserve, Aurelia,” Fox murmured against her ear, “is a bloody welcome home party.” He pulled his head away. “Be a good girl and stand still. It’s not my magic, anyway. I’m just calling your cute little Elven magic forth to aid in their healing.”
She had no idea what he was talking about. Only that her scars, the cuts and burning wounds, they needed to stay.
“No!” she said with a vehemence that shocked them both. Fox eyed her skeptically. Aurelia cleared her throat. “No. Don’t take these away from me.”
“Hm. Well then. Tell me about it,” Fox said quietly as he leaned his forehead back to hers. His voice was a gentle caress across her skin.
“The look on his face,” she admitted quietly. “I can't get it out of my mind.”
“Ah. I’m sorry Aurelia.”
She dropped her face into her hands between them, her shoulders trembling as the itching subsided. “So am I.”
Another cool sigh ruffled her hair, and Fox rested his chin on the top of her head. His soft laugh was a gentle rumble of his chest against her back.
“I wanted to see you grow, and fly, did you know that?” he asked as he slid his cloak from around her, letting it drop to the floor. His cool hands travelled down her arms, and he held her hands. “But on your own. Not like this. I hate this for you. This mess. You’ve been caught in this, and pulled down, not up.”
“I hate this. I wasn't prepared for what happened. For Rhydian,” she whispered. “And it’s all my fault that I messed this up. I know I need to go back.”
She closed her eyes and leaned back against him. The idea of returning to Aneirin was almost too much to bear. But she knew she had to. 
Tugging on her hands, Fox turned her to face him. His black eyes, with their gold dusted flecks, were solemn. Aurelia wiped her face, both grateful for and hating how easy it was to move her arms with less pain. His magic was truly as awe-inspiring as his personal forest. He rested his forehead against hers.
“Aurelia, it’s not your fault. I’ve seen you with the prince, and I understand your pain. But you…” Fox paused, and after a glance at the closed door behind him, he lowered his voice. “You need to pick a side.” 
Aurelia pulled back from him, her eyes narrowed. “You’ve watched me? How?”
Fox’s voice was only a whisper now. “They are not the questions you should be asking.”
She sighed exasperation. And then punched his arm. “How about this one? How the hell do you have this much power to grow your own personal forest inside a damn mountain? Is this even real?”
Fox’s expression hardened. “I’ve told you that already.”  
Aurelia stared in disbelief at the greenery and at the riot of vines that crossed the vaulted ceiling. It was hard to believe they were deep inside the mountain, thousands of tonnes of rock and ice above. The beautiful windows, sparkling clear quartz, opened out to the wild cold of the mountains outside. It was an incredible feat of magic. 
A small door opened from behind a small shrub, and Jessikah appeared in her usual plain brownish grey tunic. Circling around them carefully, she placed a tray on a low table next to the bed. Fox pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the green marble door. Her yellow gaze lowered as she passed them, and the door closed with a dull thud behind her. 
Aurelia sighed in exasperation. 
“What you say and what you mean are two completely different things, Fox. You said Jessikah was traumatised from the destruction of the old city.” She paused. “But she’s not any better now, is she?”
A muscle jumped in Fox’s jaw. “No.”
“Will she get better?”
“No.”
“Why does she live this way with you?”
Fox stared past her head, silent. 
Aurelia smacked her fist against his chest. “What is wrong with you!?”
He gave her a look. “What would be considered right?”
Aurelia smacked him again, harder.
“Fox. I need answers. Not just the ones you think I need.”
She wondered at his clothing, always black. Black cloak, black jacket, black shirt, black pants and black boots. As the silence lengthened, another tiny insect circled their heads. Aurelia ignored it and watched Fox’s face closely. The gold in his eyes was almost lost in shining blackness.
“Jessikah is someone I need to keep close by,” he admitted finally. 
“What happened? Please. Why is she so close to you-”
“No. I need her close by. Not close to.“ Fox carefully wrapped his arms back around her. It sounded like he was inhaling her hair. “She is not close to me. Never that.”
Aurelia’s relief was marginal, and she pursed her lips. “Hmmm.”
Fox pulled away, smirking. 
“I suspect that what you really mean is, why is she allowed into my chamber when you’ve never been here before?” 
Aurelia rolled her eyes, and Fox ran a hand through her long hair, tugging it playfully. It looked like he was trying not to laugh. Aurelia was tempted to slap the smirk off his face. 
“Fox. If I’m too much for you, go find less.”
His smirk vanished. He bent his head to her ear, his breath tickling the velvet edge of her earlobe.
“You are more than enough for me. Or your prince,” he teased, tugging her hair again. “But you need to be careful.”
“What do you mean, my prince?” Aurelia demanded and then paused. “You bastard. You’re trying to distract me.”
“Is it working?”
“A bit,” she admitted. She thought of Rhydian, and the ache of her guilt at his horrified expression sparked her anger. “But if you don’t start talking sense, at the risk of tearing open some stitches, I’m going to do to you whatever the hell you did to Gavin.”
Laughing loudly now, Fox lifted her off her feet, and deposited her carefully on to his bed. She sat back with a sigh amongst the lush cushions. They were all muted colours, in deep jewel tones, scattered across a dark green bed cover. Fox remained silent while pouring them an aromatic spiced wine, the rich scent of it mixing with the lush scents of his forest.
What would Rhydian think of her here, with Fox? The two of them were just so different. And despite not feeling shame from taking what she wanted with whom, she wished there was an easier road to take. She fiddled with the pendant around her neck, realising that was impossible. 
“What’s really going on, Fox?” Aurelia murmured. 
Fox passed her a silver goblet of mead as another shimmering insect flew past, wings reflecting in tiny transparent rainbows. After taking a sip of his own drink, he placed it on the table beside her. He unbuckled his belt, resting the beautifully crafted sword against the edge of the bed. The golden hilt looked like burnt honey in the light of the glass lanterns, the ruby winking darkly. 
After staring at her a moment, Fox settled down next to her, and folded his hands behind his head. His boots almost made it to the end, a fair way past hers. He cleared his throat.
“You know that the Elder is trying to protect the Elves from the king, and his dark enchantments, by planning an attack.”
Beside him, Aurelia nodded. He glanced at her briefly before staring up once more.
“And you know that the Elder needs to break the curse, by spilling royal blood on the stones of the castle, by the dagger you were sent to find. And they could only send one person through the curse line to not alert the king.” 
Aurelia nodded, and Fox turned to his side. His eyes travelled down her body, then back up to her face. His hand brushed her hip.
“I’m fine,” Aurelia murmured. Fox’s hand slid up to her chest and rested over her heart. She blinked, her vision misting. “I’ll be fine.”
Moving his hand again, Fox touched her cheek with a gentleness that made her throat tighten. His voice was soft. 
“Show me your pendant.”
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“Take out your pendant,” Fox breathed. He twisted his wrist to study the length. “But don’t touch the crystal itself. Touch only the chain.”
Aurelia raised her eyebrows at him, but wriggled the chain out of her shirt and bandages. Beside her, Fox reached into a pouch at his hip, and drew the weapon that she’d trained her whole life to find and use.
As he unrolled it from a scrap of leather, she could see that the dagger was a flattened cone shape of deep green, a crystal shard. Its point was sheared off at a sharp angle. The widest part was covered in an uneven layer of yellow gold, as if the thing had been callously dipped in the metal while it was molten. Now that Aurelia had a proper chance to study it, it was unexpectedly beautiful. Fox held it above them both, to catch the flickering light, examining it. 
Aurelia’s gaze dropped to her pendant.
Oh. 
Oh.
“What’s going on?” she breathed, as the two green pieces of crystal caught the light the same way. It was clearly the same material.
“I knew it,” Fox’s voice a frustrated hiss. “As soon as I saw you unwrap this in the rain, I knew. The pendant, the way you communicate. It’s linked to this bloody dagger.”
“Look at the angle on the tip,” Aurelia breathed. 
Her eyes ran along the cutting edge of the dagger, flicking back to the shape of her pendant. There was a line between them that would work. They would fit together. Meaning someone, or something, had shattered them apart. Fox touched the tip of the dagger to his ear, tapping his lobe. 
“Away…” he murmured. She nodded.
Aurelia carefully dropped the green crystal pendant back into the layers of her clothes. Fox tried to hand the dagger over, but she shook her head, sitting back amongst the cushions, and pointed to her torn pocket. She was feeling awful, and maybe it was the blood loss, but seeing him shift uncertainly gave her a warm feeling. Fox rolled his eyes, but leant over, wrapped the shard back up in the leather scrap from his pouch. As he slipped it inside her pouch, she smiled as his hand lingered on her hip. 
The situation was solemn, but the twitch of his mouth was worth it.
Sighing again, Fox curled himself around her, still cautious of her healing injuries. His black hair tickled her cheek as he bent his head to murmur against her ear.
“I have discovered that the Elder One had more of a role in the curse, and the perceived threat to the Elves, more than we have all been led to believe.” Fox paused to nuzzle her neck with his lips, teasing her skin. 
She wasn’t sure if this was real for him, or for a show, in case there were any spies amongst the impossible forest around them. That was as ridiculous as you could get, though. Anyone caught sneaking into Fox’s private chambers would likely not be seen again. 
“Why not tell me, though?” Aurelia murmured. “I was chosen to go where they could not.”
“Exactly. The Elder One sent you into the monster’s den alone.” Fox drew his face up to hers, their noses touching. His eyes narrowed, the gold a shimmer of stars amongst a black sky. “Sent you, and not anyone else, nor themselves.”
“They’re weak, the Elder’s magic was stolen…”
“No. They still have some power. So why send someone else to slip through the curse and not go themselves?”
Aurelia licked her lips. “Well, the Elder One was there when the curse was created. That’s when their magic was stolen.”
“Go on.”
“Well. We know that the Elder One knew the king, that’s who stole their magic. And the Elder…” Aurelia turned away from Fox, staring at the ferns. “And the Elder One must have known Rhydian as a little boy.” 
“Yes. And why would an already powerful king take magic from another?”
Aurelia turned Fox’s question over in her mind. “Perhaps. Hm. Perhaps he saw them as a threat.”
Fox kissed her cheek, murmured against her. “That’s what I think too. And therefore, the Elder One isn’t as old as we think they are.” 
Wrinkled and wraith-like, the shrunken figure of the Elder One looked like any typical, long-lived elf. The Elves aged slowly, becoming frail and white-haired. But the elder had a faint crisscross of scars amongst the wrinkles.
“The curse,” Aurelia murmured. “That’s why the Elder looks like that. Not old age?” 
Fox’s sigh was like cobwebs fluttering in a dark cave. “I think so. They had claimed they were banished by the king after the curse. But I think that they were a part of it, the curse itself.”
Aurelia tried to gather her tumbling thoughts. Her body was sore, her heart was aching, and now her mind was spinning. Sensing her mood darkening, Fox held up a finely toned leg and raised his voice.
“Take my boots off, my Little Thing?” 
Snorting at his old pet name for her, Aurelia was about to push his leg away, and then realised this was likely for show. Or so she hoped.
Some of her stitches still pulled, and she winced. But she unlaced the first, and then second boot, and also his socks, as Fox shifted for her. She threw them off the bed, and they landed with a dull thud amongst the fronds of a small spruce tree. She inhaled the pine scent, letting its freshness clear her head.
“Thank you,” he murmured, wriggling his finely boned feet for her to admire. She slapped his thigh, and he dropped his legs to the bed, jostling her. She slapped at him again, but Fox caught her hand, and kissed her wind-chapped knuckles, and gathered her close once more.
“What I asked myself was, why did the Elder choose to send you there? With only skills in fighting and stealth? Why would they send you without knowledge of what’s really going on?” 
Fox’s soft words were awakening uncomfortable thoughts in the back of her mind. Aurelia reached up and twined her fingers into his hair, holding his face close. With his body against hers, other thoughts flashed through her mind. Back to the two of them, floating in his glowing pool, deep below. Swallowing, Aurelia ran her tongue over her bottom lip. Fox’s glittering eyes followed the movement, before meeting her gaze once more. 
“I’m about to get angry, aren’t I?” she murmured.
He nodded.
“I was sent to Aneirin to...” Her hand moved between them and found his chilled fingers. 
He brought her palm to his lips. “Yes?”
Aurelia had earned the respect of the Elder One, hadn’t she? Or perhaps she was confusing respect with… usefulness. 
“I was…” Aurelia paused and took a breath. Her heart was beating a strange rhythm. “Oh fuck. I was bait.” 
At Fox’s solemn nod, a tear escaped from one of her rapidly blinking eyes. She wondered how the room had suddenly become so hot. Thankfully, Fox said nothing. Instead, he used their joined hands to wipe it away, the moist trail cool on her flushed cheek. Aurelia cleared her throat.
“I see.” 
Clearly full of contempt for most of the Elves, Fox also wasn’t a fool. He knew how much her mission meant to her. She had trained her whole life to help her people, to lift a dark curse, a threat that had her people in hiding.
“Wait,” she bit out.
“Yes?”
“Bait for who? Rhydian?” Her laugh was bitter. “Am I that gullible?”
“Perhaps he’s gullible too,” Fox breathed, pressing his face to hers. He smelt like fresh ice and pine. “Even worse, I think I’ve been taken for a fool as well.”
Aurelia’s snort at his conceit came out like a sniffle, but he shrugged. His eyes did a quick sweep of the room before he glanced back down at her, full of concern as he watched her face. Understanding that her world was shifting on its axis.
Reaching up, Aurelia touched his face. Some people think you’re cold, don’t they? I’m grateful I know better. Out loud, she asked another question.
“Then bait for who, exactly?” She snorted again. “The king? He’s never there.” 
Fox placed a finger on her lips and spoke directly into her ear. His voice was coolly amused.
“Amazing, isn’t it?” he laughed, as if to himself. “After she sent you in to catch the king’s eye, and he’s never bloody there. You look that similar to how she did. I wonder if she thought it would make your task easier. But you met the prince instead.” 
“She?” Aurelia tried to sit up, but Fox held her against him. “Fox, who are you talking about?”
“When the king returned, I recognised him.”
“What? How?” she breathed.
“I’d seen him when he was a younger man,” Fox continued. “When he was courting a young girl.”
“Wait, when was-”
“Surely you can guess, Aurelia, who the Elder One really is?” 
Aurelia shook her head, struggling to face Fox. His face was a mask of ice, and he blinked slowly, leaning in to press his lips back to her forehead.
No. 
Don’t say it, don’t-
“The Elder One is the queen.” He paused. “Rhydian’s mother.”
Through the ringing in her ears, Aurelia’s hands found Fox’s shirt, twisting the black fabric. It was a struggle to keep her voice down. 
“They… she? She is Rhydian’s…?” 
Fox nodded, and all Aurelia could do was breathe. She didn’t want to believe it. Where was Flare? He’d never find her here, but she needed to confront him. She also needed to speak with Bindy. But her friend had left with the other Elves, not wanting to draw any more attention to Aurelia. Or Fox might have put her off. The meeting with the Elder One, the queen, was a blur. 
The Elder One was the missing queen!
Rhydian’s mother, who he couldn’t bring himself to talk about. And his father, when he threw me off the balcony, the look on Rhydian’s face when I fell…
Unless… oh gods.
“Does Rhydian know?” Aurelia asked at last, trying to keep the bitterness from her voice. “Was he laughing at me the whole time?”
Fox’s voice cut into her whirling thoughts.
“I’m sorry. It’s possible. What I know for certain is that your dear Elder One is the absent Queen of Aneirin.”
“Shit,” Aurelia murmured. Fox’s arms tightened around her and he shifted on the bed. “I’ve got to tell Flare.”
“Queen of a kingdom that she apparently wants back, after her husband left her looking like the dried out husk that she is.”
“And… Flare? He must know,” she whispered.
“Perhaps. Or perhaps not. Either way, you can’t speak to him about it here. It’s not safe.”
Fox held her as tight as he ever had. He was obviously trying not to crush her.
It didn’t matter, though. 
His words had done that instead.
Aurelia closed her eyes, fresh tears leaking down her cheeks. 
Rhydian, who are you?






  
  44








Fox 


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

A single shaft of pale blue light illuminated Fox’s naked body.  
He was standing in the centre of his room, not quite alone. His eyes were closed, and his hands were clasped around his sword, gripping it tightly against his chest. The leather of its scabbard, cracked with time, was warm against his icy skin. He was cold on the outside and on the inside. His heart, his mind, and his spirit.
I hate that I am cold.
Behind his closed lids, he could see the soft blue light emanating from his bare skin. He was vainly attempting to leech some of the coldness away, but so far, it hadn’t helped. He clutched the sword closer to his chest. The feel of the scabbard over the metal sword was familiar. It reminded him of dragon scales, hard and smooth, the cracked leather stained a deep, emerald green. The particular deep green hue reminded him of the intense, penetrating eyes that haunted the darkest corners of his soul.
It’s better this way, Owaen. 
Sleep and dream.
The green forest around him was silent, the insects all curled away for the night. Even with his eyes closed, he could feel the plants and trees leaning closer towards him. They were reaching for his light. A chilled substitute for the light they needed to survive.
Aurelia had left after a few hours of silence, spent wrapped around each other. For comfort, warmth and the strange friendship they shared. Fox hadn’t relished in sharing his discovery. But she’d deserved better than what she’d been tasked with. He doubted he had helped, but at least he’d tried. 
Fox was curious to know what the queen had done to earn her punishment. And god help Flare if that scaled beast had known, and still gone along with her plan of revenge, sending Aurelia into Aneirin alone.
When Aurelia had finally risen, getting up to explore his secret forest, she’d looked like a silent ghost amongst the trees. From the bed, he’d observed her without comment, watching her, lost in her confusion, her shock. It had been hard to take his eyes off her, now that she was back safely. For now. But at least she was moving with less pain. The soothing balm of his healing magic had clearly helped. 
When Aurelia had finally walked to the door with his cloak wrapped around her once more. She had turned to stare at him, where he was watching her from the bed.
Neither of them spoke. She blinked at him, just once.
And then, quietly, Aurelia had left.
Opening his eyes, Fox raised his gaze to the pines above him.
Purely to see what it would feel like to play with her, he had bound Jessikah in carefully knotted ropes. She was now suspended, high up in the trees, gagging silently as vines tightened across her mouth. The whites of her eyes were red with rage. Even her terror was not able to soothe the ice in his veins tonight. 
The glow around him intensified, and snowflakes formed along his lips. His hands clenched the sword so tightly that the leather creaked and groaned under the pressure.
It’s better this way, Owaen.
And it always will be.
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Flare


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

“Can she do it?” 
Flare’s wings shifted uneasily at the Elder One’s hiss.
How long ago had it been that the Elder One been a young woman in her prime? The ghostlike and dried out form that stood before him now was the complete opposite. On fleeing Aneirin as the curse had backfired on her, she had aged what seemed like a hundred years in a single moment. The queen, a woman of breathtaking beauty, had become a shrunken thing. In the scheming that followed, the name of Elder One had become her preferred title, nameless, all vitality lost. 
“Yes, of course.” Flare huffed out a tiny cough. “Of course Aurelia can do it.”
The Elder One narrowed her eyes at him. Pale irises appeared murky in the fire’s light, with no other lights lit in her chambers. This left the stuffy chamber in shifting shadows, with the fabrics and rugs insulating the sounds of their voices.
Boot steps approached from outside, and the chamber doors opened. 
Fox, in head to toe black as usual, entered without knocking. His dark eyes spotted Flare straight away on the headrest of a plush armchair. Flare tried in vain to hold the man’s gaze, but as usual, Flare was the first to break the stare. After a moment, a small smile on his finely drawn lips, Fox stepped aside and the rest of those summoned stepped through. The Elder One turned around, watching silently. Fox waited until Aurelia and Jessikah had stepped inside, then closed the doors behind them.
The Elder One stood facing out of the balcony doors, watching the twilight sky beyond. Two or three of the panes looked clearer than the rest. She was practically swallowed by a voluminous red dress, with a thick purple cloak of fur over the top. Colourless hair was pulled tight behind her head in a simple gold clasp, pulling at the wrinkles and blotches of her face. 
Fox remained standing with his arms crossed over his chest, Jessikah hovering behind him. With the dim light, the grey of Jessikah’s woollen tunic and cloak was a dusty smudge against the muted colours around the chamber. As his gaze wandered over the small woman, Flare had many questions that demanded answers. But his deepest fears had no place in the light of day, so he ignored them. 
Aurelia had come over to him, and he dipped his head as she sat in the chair on which he perched. She nodded in return, but gave him no smile of reassurance. He supposed that was fair enough. The dark circles under her eyes made the strain she was under apparent. If you wanted a portrait of someone who had been blasted by magic off a castle and caught by a dragon’s clawed feet, Aurelia was it. As she settled uneasily before him, Flare noticed that she was dressed in new clothes, a dark cropped jacket and loose woollen trousers topped with a new deep green cloak.
Flare’s heart twinged with guilt. He’d spent so much time with her as she’d grown up. Aurelia had only been about six or seven when he’d first arrived here. Her infectious laugh, her wild sense of adventure, had been a joy. Her light had been a kind of healing for him, against the storm of guilt and shame that sat in his guts like lead, when the past reared its scaled head at him.
Which is why he needed to see this through. 
All of this chaos needed to be fixed; it just had to be fixed.
He had to believe it was possible.
Wasn’t it?

      [image: image-placeholder]“Fox,” The Elder One finally rasped, still facing the sky. “I need you to go back with Aurelia.”
Silence followed.
Whatever the Elder One had been going to say, Flare hadn’t expected that. The dry voice continued.
“Considering our information was off for the original plan, and to hold you to your promise to see this through, I need you there.”
Fox uncrossed his arms. The Elder One’s voice hardened.
“Flare can only do so much. Aurelia may be able to get back inside that blasted castle, but I need you there to see it done.”
Aurelia’s mouth was open slightly, staring between the Elder One’s back and Fox’s stony expression. When Fox’s gaze slid from the Elder One and met Aurelia’s wide green eyes, he sighed. Moving towards the scattered chairs, he picked a seat opposite Aurelia, shifting his cloak to the side. He sat back and stretched out his legs, crossing his black boots at the ankle. Fox’s unreadable gaze met Aurelia’s once more, and after smoothing a stray lock of hair from his forehead, his pale hands dropped back onto his lap. The flickering shadows almost swallowed his soft reply.
“Fine.”
The Elder One turned to face him, eyes flashing, before they paused abruptly, realising that Fox had agreed. More resistance had obviously been expected. Birdlike hands darted out from her purple robe to smooth the front of her dress.
“Good.” The Elder One focused her grey eyes on Aurelia. “You know what you have to do. Fox will help you get there this time.” Aurelia stood up, flicking her long hair behind her shoulder. “Yes. I-”
“Nothing has changed, except that they know you will try again. Your mission is the same. Use the dagger, make a sacrifice of royal blood, spill it over the castle stones.”
Aurelia stood up straighter. “Yes, but-”
“Keep the pendant with you at all times.” The Edler One paused. “Flare.”
From behind, Flare watched Aurelia’s hands clench by her sides.
“Yes, Elder One.” Aurelia’s voice was barely audible as she sat back down.
Flare crawled along the back of her chair.
“Yes, Elder One?”
“Do not forget what you owe.” Thin lips curled, and Flare watched in fascination as one of her wrinkled lids twitched. “We have a bargain to break this curse, this mistake, at all costs.” 
Ignoring Fox’s narrowed eyes, Flare’s voice was firm. “I have not forgotten.”
Stepping away from the balcony doors, the Elder One looked them all over.
“You must leave as soon as possible. The army is on its way. Only a few soldiers are left to escort me. We won’t be far behind the main forces, and we will meet them in the forest. When the task is done, you will come back and join us in the forest.” 
Fox nodded slowly. Aurelia’s nod was curter.
“Good.” The Elder One faced Flare once more and licked dry lips. “Flare. You will carry them to Aneirin.”
Flare squeaked in shock at the same moment as Fox stood up so fast, he may as well have been standing the entire time. 
“I will not ride that beast,” Fox snapped, and the temperature in the stuffy chamber plummeted.
“How dare you-” the Elder One snapped, lips thinned. Fox stepped towards her, and he shook his head, just once. 
“Fox, wait-” Aurelia tried to intercede, but Fox ignored her. 
“I will not ride that beast,” he repeated, his voice was low.
Jessikah hadn’t moved. She glanced across to Flare, at his wings still open in shock, shook her head in disgust, and examined her nails. Flare cleared his throat, closing his wings.
“Catching Aurelia was life or death… as you might remember?” he murmured, then hesitated as Fox snorted while crossing his arms back over his chest. 
Ignoring the dark glare from across the room, Flare tried again. 
“Um. Dragon riding really isn’t the norm, Elder One. It never was.” Fox’s frosty glare slid to his, but Flare carried on despite the chill rippling over his scales. “Only under exceptional circumstances. And to carry… um… really, I couldn’t…” Flare hated the way his voice wavered. But it was impossible to picture Fox perched on his scales, inky hair tousled by the wind. From the dark look in Fox’s eyes, thankfully, the man felt the same.
Jessikah snorted as Flare shifted from claw to claw, and all eyes turned her way. She looked up, looking flushed. Her head went back down. Flare wanted to fly over there and demand answers. What had happened to that poor woman?
Why couldn’t she speak? 
What was she thinking?
Flare froze.
What did she know?
Fox was pinching the bridge of his nose, and he eventually sighed deeply, eyes closed. The temperature of the room raised a fraction. 
Surely Jessikah was the key to Fox? Flare knew that whatever creature Fox was, he had far too much power to be a normal elf. After all these years, Flare still had no idea how Fox could have found a dragon that had shared so much magic with him. One day, if Flare could work out how to talk with Jessikah, he would try to find out.
Fox’s brisk voice interrupted Flare’s thoughts.
“I will not ride that beast,” he repeated icily, his glittering gaze on the fireplace. A muscle in his jaw twitched. “But perhaps there is another way.”
“Really?” snapped the Elder One. “Just how do you propose to get back there, now that the king is aware we have the dagger?” 
Fox kept his eyes on the fire, avoiding Aurelia’s questioning gaze and her sharp intake of breath. Flare held his breath, not sure what to say to that.
Ignoring everyone, eventually Fox moved across the room, stepping around tables and chairs. Stopping at the balcony door, he touched the clearest panes of glass and tilted his head to stare up at the sky. Despite the stuffy room, its temperature back to normal, outside clouds of grey and sickly green looked ready to dump more snow onto the jagged slopes below.
“Perhaps I might be able to enter Aneirin,” Fox murmured. His finger tapped the glass, and frost immediately formed where it touched the pane. “And get Aurelia all the way inside without them realising straight away.” 
The silence following his statement was thick. Flare expelled his breath slowly, unsure of what to say. Flare glanced at Aurelia as she slowly stood up. 
“Fox?” Aurelia’s voice was soft. “What do you mean?”
“What?” The Elder blinked. “Explain yourself.”
Fox sounded reluctant. “It will be…” The muscles in his jaw tensed again. “It will be difficult.”
“Does this mean that you could have gone before?” The Elder One hissed. “And saved me all this trouble?!”
“No.” Fox turned around with casual grace and pointed at the Elder. Flare could see that he was as furious as the Elder One. 
“No,” Fox repeated, stepping away from the balcony door, the frost on the glass behind him fading. He tossed his head, black hair falling behind his ears. “What I mean is that this is your mess. Aurelia wasn’t prepared, because you didn’t send her in with all the facts. So no, I could not have saved you all this trouble. What I could have done is save her, the one who took the burden for all her people.” 
Fox skewered Flare with a quick glance, and then faced Aurelia. She shook her head at him.
“Aurelia.” His voice was unwavering. “I’m sorry. But now I’ll help get this done.” Fox turned to glare at Jessikah. “But she will have to come.”
Jessikah’s head jerked up, eyes wide, and she glanced at Flare, then back to Fox.
“No.” The Elder One’s nostrils flared. “I might need her help-”
“She will come with me.” Fox narrowed his eyes, glaring.
Jessikah, silent as always, idly rubbed her chest, sharing a look with the Elder One. Fox hadn’t caught it, his gaze now back on Aurelia, who was breathing fast. But Flare had. What else was going on?
Eventually, the Elder One raised her chin. “Fine.” 
Fox nodded, his glare fading to his usual icy mask.
Pale grey eyes bored into Aurelia, who sat back down, deflated.
The Elder One smiled, a garish slash across the wrinkles of her face. “At last. Get it done.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Flare?” Aurelia called, uncertain. 
It was the next morning, and after getting their small stack of supplies together, the four of them met back at the great hall. Following Fox, they headed out of the main entrance of Lolihud. Called the Funnel, it was a mass of black basalt columns that reached from cave floor to ceiling. As Flare exited the Funnel and flew out into the open, he looked up to a clear sky of pink and purple. The air was crisp, too cold for his liking, and tasted like the fresh snow that had fallen overnight.
“Flare?”
Flare sighed, unsure of what to say. Not knowing what to expect from Fox had left him anxious and jumpy. He glided low, and settled onto Aurelia’s shoulder, nestling amongst the folds of her cloak that were bunched around the thick leather of her pack strap.
“Aurelia,” he murmured, taking a moment to polish a dull claw on the strap.
Aurelia slowed down, letting Fox and Jessikah get ahead. Only Jessikah was carrying another pack, and she was stumbling a bit in the fresh snow. 
“The prince…” Aurelia began, but stopped herself. She slowed down her steps further and cleared her throat. “I think the Elder One might be related to… him. I- ow! Flare!”
Flare jerked his head down and extricated his claws from Aurelia’s cloak. In his shock, his claw had slipped off the strap and onto her cloak. He flicked a glance at Fox’s back. Gods help them if that maniac found out. He coughed. 
“I’m sorry! Oh, my. I’m shocked. I don’t know what to say. Are you sure?”
“I only just found out, and I’m sure of it.” Aurelia pulled the cloak around them, as she followed Jessikah’s uneven footsteps in the snow, heading down the mountain.
“Well. If it’s true, ah… the Elder One isn’t telling us all we need to know.”
“Exactly,” Aurelia murmured, stepping over a rock. Flare, his claws firmly back on the strap, was still staring at Fox’s back.
Oh dear gods, when was this all going to be finally over?
“How did you come by this information?” Flare finally asked. 
Aurelia shrugged. “I can’t talk about it here,” she muttered, eyes on Fox’s black cloak, where he walked in front of Jessikah.
“But you will still… do it? Go back and break the curse?”
Beside him, Aurelia nodded solemnly. “I must. My people are counting on me. The curse must be broken, and the king taken down.”
Flare sighed, but the small sound was lost to the icy wind. The view was breathtaking around them, with peaks of clean snow and soft, pink light. But all Flare could do was stare at Fox, blinking through Aurelia’s hair as it whipped around them. 
After walking for a while, Aurelia gave him a brief, shy glance. “Do you want to know something? I’ve never seen you like that, Flare, your true form.”
“Oh.” Flare finally raised his head, turning to face Aurelia. She had sounded impressed. “Yes. Well, it’s too cold here, you see, to keep warm in such a considerable size.”
“When you caught me, I only remember a part of it.”
“Well, you weren’t quite yourself.”
Aurelia stopped walking, and her beautiful green eyes turned to him fully.
“I wanted to thank you for saving me.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, and the shining in her eyes had him blinking quickly. “I only wish I could see you like that again. From what I remember, you were wonderful.”
Flare didn’t know what to say.
“Your wings… can you see the outside of them? When the Elves came to help us when you landed back here, I caught a glimpse of them. They’re not the same as the rest of your scales. They’re richer, with a brighter sheen.” Her smile was tentative, and she started walking. “I just wanted you to know.”
Flare was stunned. No one had ever spoken to him so intimately, and somehow, it eased the guilt of the curse crushing his heart. He would see her break the curse. At all costs.
“Thank you, Aurelia.” Flare pressed his snout against her cheek, his wings spreading just a little. “I see them sometimes, but not like you did. Thank you.”
Aurelia nodded and hurried to catch up with the others. Fox had stopped, his arms crossed over his chest, his face expressionless. Ignoring Flare, he spoke to Aurelia.
“Are you okay? Your stitches?”
“Yes. I’m fine, Fox,” she murmured. Fox’s expression softened slightly as Aurelia stopped in front of him, puffing slightly. “What do you need us to do?” 
“We need to get off the mountain and down to the pine trees. Near water would be best.”
“Okay.” Aurelia pulled her hood up around Flare and waved for Fox to continue. “Let’s go.”
Leading the way, Fox’s black cloak was a dark shadow flapping against the 
snow. Jessikah, strange soul that she was, was ahead of them.
Here we go. 
Flare shivered, hunching down in the folds of Aurelia’s warmth. 
Back to Aneirin, once again.

      [image: image-placeholder]It took them half the day to get down the mountain.
They braced themselves against the wind and followed the rough track down. It was a worn path, cleared of boulders, and forked where it met the first towering trees.
Off to the left, a narrower path led northwest. It headed to a great lake to the west, where the dragons used to collect their mineral hoard. Flare shivered as he eyed it. It wound under the pines, tall and green and tipped with snow, along the base of the mountain they’d just descended. 
Where had the dragons gone? Where were his kin? He wasn’t sure exactly what had happened all those years ago, after the City of the Seers fell. Flare had been off in the forest. Not quite hiding... just keeping safe. 
The path to the right led due north, through the pines and spruce, directly. It was the beginning of the long trek towards Aneirin. After about a five-day hike by foot, the tall alpine forest warmed and blended with an even older forest. The trees were tall and ancient, impossibly wide at their bases. The canopy high above blocked out most of the light. But life in the undergrowth still thrived. It was wild there, and alive, but still cold. Snow was falling again from a small patch of clouds that had grown in size on their trek down. It was now as cold as Aneirin would have been if it weren’t cut off from the world by his curse.
Flare stared gloomily from inside Aurelia’s cloak. Despite their task, the first trek with Aurelia had been a chance for her and him to bond further, away from the caves. This trip would be completely different.
As Fox approached the fork, the path changed from rocks and snow to finer gravel, with a covering of pine needles and fur cones. Their small party had stopped just once for a rest. Jessikah was now in the rear; her expression guarded each time Flare stuck his head out to check on her.
Aurelia was silent, her lips sealed tightly. After walking under the pine trees for a short while, they found Fox standing beside an icy creek. Bracing the cold, Flare reached out and touched a tiny claw to Aurelia’s cheek as she made her way over.
“How are you faring? I’m not too heavy this time, I hope?”
Aurelia’s smile was faint. “No. You’re not.”
Fox eyed them up and down as they approached. 
“Here?” Aurelia murmured.
“Here.” Fox’s voice was calm, but his eyes searched Aurelia’s face with an intensity that Flare didn't know how to interpret. 
His black hair was covered in a few flakes of the lightly falling snow, and for a moment, Flare could appreciate the man’s strange beauty. Perhaps it was the tenderness in Fox’s expression that led Flare to such thoughts. But as if sensing what the dragon was thinking, Fox’s piercing stare flashed to Flare, his eyes darkening for a moment. Flare shrank back. Fox’s pale lips twitched, and his gaze shifted to examine Aurelia's face once more.
“Are you ready?” Fox asked without breaking his stare from hers. Aurelia nodded. After a moment, he nodded.
Jessikah, catching up, stopped next to Aurelia. Fox ignored her, turning his stare to Flare. His gaze was frosty, the gold flecks seeming to glint with a dark light. 
“Whatever you do, dragon, don’t change.”
“Change?” Flare winced at the squeak in his voice.
“Don’t change back into that monstrous form.”
“I won’t,” Flare protested, trying to resist the urge to duck back completely inside Aurelia’s cloak. 
“Good.” Fox smiled, a cruel smile, and the gold in his eyes shimmered. “Because gods help you if you do.”
Shrinking back and not trusting himself to speak, Flare managed a nod. He had no intention of seeing what would happen. Fox was too unpredictable and too powerful. Somehow, Flare would have to work out who he was-
"Hold on," Fox muttered under his breath, his complexion visibly paler than normal.
Flare was left openmouthed as the falling snow around them seemed to slow down, and not quite stop. The temperature dropped in a rush, and Aurelia’s breath was a thick white mist in front of them. Fox closed his eyes and reached for Aurelia’s hand. She took it without hesitation, and Jessikah grabbed Aurelia’s elbow.
Before it had been cold with a brisk wind, even with the mountaintop far above and behind them. Now the air felt glacial, thick, and deadly.
Without warning, the world tilted around them.
Jessikah stumbled, one hand clutching her chest, and her furious eyes met Flare’s wide-eyed gaze. But Flare had no time to interpret her expression. The ground beneath their feet swayed in a steady, undulating motion, as if it had a life of its own.
Aurelia cried out, stumbled into Fox, and Flare dug his claws into the fabric of the cloak. He barely swallowed back a screech.
They were somewhere and nowhere. 
Moving without moving.
Time slowed. Their surroundings blurred.
A change of pressure made Flare’s ears pop, then burst, and then pop again. He shut his eyes against the painful sensation, concentrating on breathing.
The light brightened and then dimmed behind his closed lids.
As the earth continued to heave, something sped past him. Aurelia cried out again, and then the scent of something spicy and strange filled Flare’s nostrils. Arms wrapped around Aurelia, holding her up. Flare shut his eyes tighter and tried not to think about whose they were, so close to himself. 
The air was still chilled, but the aroma of pines had changed to the sweeter smell of warmer things.
Oh my gods! 
It might have taken hours. It might have taken minutes, but Flare realised the land was changing around them while they held their ground without taking a step.
You greedy bastard! 
Why the hells didn’t we travel like this before? 
The answer was simple enough actually, Flare realised almost immediately. Fox may have promised to help the Elder one all those years ago, but he’d made it clear since then he wanted nothing to do with this mess. Did he regret his promise? Perhaps. But Fox was clearly intent on helping Aurelia, and no one else. Especially if Fox knew whom the Elder One really was? And whose mess this was? It was almost too horrifying to think of.  
Your mess, Flare, in which a prince’s life will be sacrificed, the voice inside him chided. Because the king is far too untouchable now.
Flare wanted to cry out, to drown out his whirling mind. I can help by being here with Aurelia. I can help this time! I will save -
The air shifted again, and the earth heaved one last time. There was a soft curse from Fox.
Then all was still.
The canopies of giant oaks and the mottled, verdant trees native to Aneirin rustled softly in the slightly warmer breeze, creating a serene atmosphere filled with the scent of fresh flora.
"Fuck," Fox hissed, squatting in a heap, his head hanging between his knees.
Flare gasped. 
Aurelia sighed, a sad, wistful sound.
And beside them, Jessikah staggered a few steps before vomiting onto the rich, deep moss.
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Rhydian


Year 367
The Forest

The sky was clear, and the stars were bright, even through the canopy of the ancient trees. Rhydian watched them glitter as the surrounding leaves stirred. Their soft murmur was at odds with the whirlwind within his mind.  
Hunching further into his bedroll over the moss, Rhydian shivered. The red glow of the embers in his small fire washed the closest trees with patterns of shadow and low light. Solemn patterns, like the ancient shapes scrawled upon dark dungeons in his fortress. Not his, his fathers. He didn’t want it. It was clear for all to see, even if they’d forgotten, that something was rotten there.
An owl called from the shadows above. The edge of the forest wasn’t far behind him, as he hadn’t quite decided what to do or where to go. The deep hum of the river, with its eerie whirlpool, was still just beyond the trees.
The owl called again. Rhydian forced himself to stare into the shadows, wondering if the owl was watching him. Ready to take off, and pass overhead on silent wings.
Rhydian shook his head, shutting his eyes tight.
Wings, when Aurelia had… He’d seen… no. 
Impossible.
From the shadows, the owl hooted once more.
“If you eat me,” Rhydian whispered, opening his eyes and searching for the bird, “I’ll probably poison you.”
Blackthorn snorted softly. His horse was a black shape against dark shadows, tethered amongst the enormous trunks around them.
He’d crossed the real whirlpool only two days ago. A great tremor of the earth, the largest he’d ever felt, had passed by after his horse had crossed the bridge. It felt like a great wave of force had passed deeply below. Blackthorn had whinnied in unease, hooves dancing under him, as if the earth was painful to touch. Maybe Aurelia would know what it was, if she was here, if she was still-
Rhydian wanted to slap himself. Of course she was alive. There had been no broken body below his tower. And he’d seen… what exactly had he seen?
As he tried to get comfortable, he wondered what had woken him. It wasn’t another tremor; otherwise, Blackthorn would be dancing around. He hadn’t expected to sleep so deeply the past couple of nights out here. Maybe it was the deep, rich aromas of the forest. 
No.
If he was being honest with himself, Rhydian knew he was in shock. His mind was simply unable to comprehend the events of the previous few days. When he’d finally chosen to flee, Blackthorn had headed straight into the forest, and Rhydian had let him have his head. But they hadn’t wandered far from the castle, as he really had no idea what to do. Inside, his soul was awash with grief, fear, and exhaustion.
The embers cracked and his dreams came back to him in a flash, along with the bright sparks bursting above the glowing coals.
Maybe the fire had woken him? He’d been sleeping. Was it the dream with that woman again?
Yes.
No.
Maybe.
Rhydian tried to calm his whirling thoughts. He had been asleep. And yes, he had dreamt. But it hadn’t been about a woman this time.
Cursing suddenly, Rhydian sat up. He’d had the same dream last night as well, forgotten until now. There had been a pair of strange black eyes, not green. It had been a man, staring from deep within the forest. The man had been dressed in black, a tall dark knight of shadows. With black eyes… that sparkled?
Rhydian’s snort was loud. That was even worse than the woman that made him wake in fright and guilt.
Running a hand through his mussed hair, Rhydian tried to hold in his tears of frustration. The world was upside down, inside out, and he was going mad.
Lord Cyrus was dead, murdered with magic wielded by the king.
The king, who had also thrown Aurelia off the tower, because she was trying to… Rhydian licked his lips. She had raised the dagger, but she’d known what his father was going to do to her, hadn’t she?
What in the hell was going on?
Resting his face in his hands, he wiped his tears away, thinking of the eyes in his dream. Gold amongst black, eyeing Rhydian with a challenge. Aurelia had talked about those eyes. Before she had tried to warn him that something, a threat, was bearing down on his kingdom. A threat that seemed to originate with the king. But what could he do? Could he stand up to his father? Would it come to that? And what about the people of Aneirin? 
Nearby, Blackthorn stamped uneasily. Rhydian glanced up at him, wiping his eyes. Shining black eyes continued to gaze from within his mind, challenging him still. Rhydian tried blinking them away as the tug in his stomach grew worse. 
“Hush, Blackthorn. We can’t…I can’t…” His voice cracked. 
Can’t what?
“I can’t remember,” Rhydian whispered. “Aurelia… I’m sorry. You tried to tell me… but I can’t…” He dropped his face back into his hands. His tears had him think of Merion. When had Rhydian seen him last? When had his father murdered a man in cold blood? And then had used magic to cover it up?
Only days ago, even if it felt like forever. Rhydian had wandered the castle alone, weeping for a murder that no one knew had been committed. He’d fallen asleep on Aurelia’s bed at one stage, waking with a start, Aurelia’s scent in his nose, thinking she was there. Realising she wasn’t, and hating the silence of her room, he’d grabbed her bow and arrows, and stalked up the stairs to his room. Hoping for a distraction, for anything to take away his sense of loss.
His rooms were just as silent. Carefully placing her bow in the corner near his 
door, Rhydian had backed right out. 
He needed air.

      [image: image-placeholder]Merion had been waiting in the stables. 
A pack full of food, a sack full of oats, a travelling cloak and bedroll were all ready, with Blackthorn saddled and eager to leave. Rhydian had stumbled into the stables and staring dumbly, not understanding.
“Thank the gods. My Prince, you must hurry.”
“Merion? What’s this?”
“Please, my Prince. Please. You must go.” Merion tried to hand him the reins.
“What? I can’t-”
“You can!” the man hissed. His eyes were bloodshot and wet. “You must. It isn’t safe here. Your father-”
“Oh Merion… My father... Lord Cyrus…”
Merion grabbed Rhydian’s arm with a firm hand. “We know something happened, and that is why you must go. Now, and quickly, please my prince, go. Don’t stay here.” 
Rhydian stared at the reins in his hand. “But my people…”
“There is a sickness here,” the groom continued, his voice full of anguish and determination. “A rotten centre like weevils in oats. I know Lord Cyrus died… how he died… but I also know how he didn’t. Please.”
Rhydian felt himself being led numbly by Merion to his horse’s saddle. Blackthorn snorted and tossed his head. Then he was up and mounted. Merion had basically thrown him onto the tall horse.
I’m dreaming, he’d thought. 
Surely this is all a dream, and we’re heading out for a dawn ride?
“Rhydian! Rhydian? Are you listening?”
He blinked down at the concerned face of his loyal groom. Merion! Merion was saying something, and the man’s face was wet. 
“My Prince? Please, go now.”
Rhydian nodded mutely, and let Blackthorn head for the stable doors. It was quiet out despite the death of the Lord… how had he died? Rhydian blinked, staring around him. Darkness was falling. The gates would be shut any moment now. Wouldn’t they?
“The guards will wait for you,” Merion called softly from the stables behind him. “Just go now, and swiftly, they will be waiting for you. Go.”
Go?
Where?
To Aurelia? Wasn’t she dead too? But surely not. He’d seen… what had he seen? Wings in the mist. A dark shape, flying away.
Lord Cyrus’ broken body had flashed in his mind as they passed across the courtyard, the horse making his way across the cobblestones. 
No. Don’t think of that.
Merion was right. Guards were at each gate, lined up to attention. One hand on sword hilts, in their scabbards, the other hand on their breastplates. They bowed their heads as they let him by, out of the castle, out of the town. Was he sending them to their doom by leaving? But as he passed through them, his horse picked up the pace. With a quick trot, they rode out into the dusk. 
His chilled hands had held the reins limply, but his mind was clearing the further they got from the castle. He wondered about all the townsfolk in their homes behind him. There had been a stillness accompanying his ride out of the city, like the people knew. The king was a man of something more than what met the eye, and none of it was good.
As they left the south gate of the city, Blackthorn’s trot had quickened to a gallop. The forest was beckoning to them both, as the night had deepened around them.

      [image: image-placeholder]They had only ridden a short distance before Rhydian had needed to stop. Sliding off his horse, he had vomited his guts out once they were under the cover of the trees. It felt like his body was cleansing itself, detoxing all the shock and terror he had witnessed. He had stared at the filth from his stomach until tiny black beetles appeared from the grass to swarm over it like flies on shit in the sun. He’d turned away, gagging, inhaling the deep musk of his horse until his stomach calmed down.
For some reason, despite him being only a brief ride into the wild, towering woods, it was colder here than usual. Rhydian could see that up high, some of the giant trees were dusted white, their leaves and branches looking like they were from another place. The trees, their immense and textured trunks, with once familiar valleys for hunts and rides with his mates, now seemed foreign, full of secrets that he didn’t understand. 
But, despite the strangeness of it all, he felt calm. 
After lighting a small fire, Rhydian stared into the embers, arms around his knees. He was completely awake now. But the intense eyes within his mind were still there, just beyond his dreams. Still challenging him with their deep expression.
As the night breeze sighed amongst the trees, shadows crowded thick around him. He blinked. Tiny gold sparks appeared to be danced in the blackness beyond the light of his fire. The hairs on the back of his neck rose. The golden lights were like the intense, glittering eyes in his mind. Challenging him.
He sat up.
No, he wasn’t being challenged, Rhydian realised, dropping his arms from his legs. It was a call.
He was being summoned; by a man with eyes that Aurelia had described to Rhydian just once, not that long ago.
Maybe he was soft in the head, but Rhydian got up, shaking out his bedroll. Recognising the signs of breaking down a campsite, Blackthorn stamped eagerly.
The eyes within Rhydian’s mind blinked slowly, the shining flecks like golden stars strung across a dark sky.
Come.
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Gavin


Year 367
Lolihud Caves

As Gavin stalked through the dining hall, most of the other Elven warriors that were left avoided his gaze. As he passed, conversations faded away to a heavy silence. 
Keeping his gaze high, Gavin tasted fresh blood in his mouth. There was a permanent sore inside his cheek, and it bled freely each time he bit it. Besides pain and physical training, there was barely any outlet for his pent up energy. Since Fox had threatened to castrate him, Gavin had to be more careful about his vices, and was too afraid to harass any other girls. No matter how far away his brother might be.
Unconsciously, he rubbed his throat. Gavin was in the caves preparing to depart with the last of the army, as most soldiers had already left not long after Aurelia had left on her mission with Flare. Even worn out with final details, the terror and the shame of Fox attacking him in front of witnesses had him waking up each and every night since. He would burst awake, upright, covered in a cold sweat.
Making it to the far wall of the mess hall, the talk behind him started up again. They had all heard what had happened to him, of course. Fresh blood spilled into his mouth anew as he grabbed a spoon and then a bowl of the usual bat and mushroom stew. 
It was easy to tell himself that he didn’t care what the others thought of him, but Gavin had to admit that he did. If only they knew that Fox just wasn’t who he seemed. 
Gavin cursed under his breath. Who would believe him? The man had come back with so much magic that he hadn’t aged a day. Most Elves aged slowly, but despite their age gap, Gavin looked like the elder brother. The same with Jessikah. She looked exactly the same. He uttered a curse again, because there was no one to tell.
Everyone knew that Fox had come back different from the refugee missions. But he was still respected, despite the general fear that followed the man, as he swanned around the caves with Jessikah. Dripping power like he was the bloody source of it all. Whoever he was, the Elder One had trusted him enough to oversee preparations for war with the dark kingdom of the north. And now Fox had been sent to Aneirin, to oversee the beginning of the end as well.
Gavin stalked over to a half empty table of soldiers, slamming his bowl down. Sitting down, he ignored them when they hushed. He jabbed his spoon into his stew and shoved a mouthful into his face. Through the blood welling inside his mouth, the stew tasted disgusting. He ate it anyway; it being his last meal at the caves for who knew how long.
The Elves would be leaving afterwards, heading down the mountain and through the forest. They would meet up with Fox and that bitch Aurelia, somewhere south of Aneirin. 
Gavin snorted. 
Hopefully, after Aurelia completed her damn mission this time. The curse had to be broken to allow them to cross out of the forest and into the human kingdom. Every Elven soldier was ready to fight back against the dark royals who were plotting against the Elves. So the Elder One, with Fox’s help, had planned to strike first.
Jabbing his spoon into his bowl, Gavin wasn’t sure if he was looking forward to their travelling, with too much time to think. 
His hand tightened on the spoon. Maybe when they met up with Fox again, he’d just have to sort it out himself. But as for Jessikah, he wasn’t sure. She had changed, but how? No one else had come back from trying to rescue Elven refugees in the forest. All had gone willingly, knowing it was going to keep them away from home for an indeterminate amount of time. But only Fox and Jessikah had returned years later. And they had turned up with the Elder One, along with a dragon. Which was strange enough, considering dragons had stopped coming to trade for the crystals that the Elves so diligently mined.
Gavin chewed another mouthful. The forest was big. It covered most of the known continent. But. How had a bloody dragon become lost in the forest? His eyes narrowed as he chewed a stringy piece of meat.
The Elder One had been accepted into the lives of the Elves here like they’d always been here, especially because they were a friend to dragons. Soon after arriving, claims of a further threat had started. Not just the chaotic aftermath of the destruction of the City of the Seers, but the king of Aneirin had set his sights on the Elves, needing to cleanse the continent of magic users.
Frowning, Gavin put down his spoon, oblivious to those around him.
The kingdom of Aneirin was against magic and dragons. So how had the Elder One arrived with a dragon, claiming that the king had stolen their magic? 
He stared down into his bowl. 
It made little sense. But the Elder One and the pompous dragon, Flare, had turned up, and the Elves had rejoiced that a dragon had returned. The Lolihud Elves had eaten out of their hand as the dragon looked on with calculating purple eyes.
And Fox had eventually set to work, training up the mining families into soldiers of war. Jessikah had trailed him everywhere, silent and sullen. Her once beautiful golden mane was now a limp mass of yellow hair.
When Jessikah and Fox had finally reappeared back at Lolihud, after being thought lost for so long, it had not gone the way Gavin had expected.
Fox, who had once loved the caves, had been disgusted at being escorted back to his chambers. 
“Another fucking cave,” his brother had hissed.
That had been his first inkling something was wrong. He’d just been too young to realise.
And when Jessikah was coming out of the Elder One’s newly set up private chambers, Gavin, only a teenager at the time, had called out to her.
Granted, he shouldn’t have been there, but he was looking for his brother. 
“Jessikah!” 
The woman had ignored Gavin’s call and tried to hurry away. 
He’d finally caught up to her, and he’d noticed her usual ready for action clothing was now just a brown tunic with dirty boots. In the dim light of glowing fungus, both she and her clothing had looked worn out.
“Wait!” Gavin had called again, reaching out, both hands taking her by her waist, daring her to throw him off. 
To his surprise, Jessikah had spun around wildly at his touch. Her yellow eyes were cold, furious. He’d dropped his hands in shock, stepping back abruptly.
“What’s wrong?”
And the woman hadn’t replied, not with words.
She had stepped forward, looked him up and down, and then had backhanded him across the face.
Gavin had stumbled backwards down the rocky corridor with a hand on his stinging cheek.
With a sneer and another glance up and down his shocked face, Jessikah had stalked away.
Picking up his spoon, Gavin stabbed his congealing stew once more. Along the table, the other Elves were getting up with a muted clatter, adjusting their weapons. Not one word was spoken to him.
Feeling sick from the food before him and his growing anxiety, Gavin reached up to his cheek, as if feeling the sting there from all those years ago. 
What happened to her? His laughing, playful, golden-haired friend?
Because just like Fox, Gavin was sure that Jessikah wasn’t who she once was either.






  
  48








Fox


Year 367
The Forest

The prince arrived with the night. 
Thankfully, Rhydian had followed the faint call. Not sure if it would work, Fox had sent through the trees and along the near invisible sky above. But the prince arrived at the simple camp at last. Fox had suspected the prince would be susceptible to magic and energy. Watching Rhydian ride into the light of the fire, Fox’s suspicions were confirmed. It had taken a few days, but here he was.
By the faint circle of light thrown by the gently glowing embers, Fox could see that the prince’s strange blue eyes looked haunted. His face was pale, and the clothes he wore were crumpled. Even so, on finally meeting the prince in person, it was easy why Aurelia had been drawn to him so early on. The prince was a handsome man.
As the prince ducked under some low branches, his black horse snorted. The animal was covered in a fine layer of sweat. Fox wondered how far away the prince had actually been when he’d finally woken up to himself and realised there was someone waiting for him. 
Fox’s hands tightened on the bark of the log where he was sitting. Rhydian had already been travelling in the forest, which was ideal. Fox had no desire to send his magic head of himself into the castle. Going there in person was going to be painful enough.
Refusing to meet Fox’s gaze, Rhydian stopped his horse and slid off with a quiet grace. But as a puff of ash met his boots as they touched the ground, the prince’s beautiful eyes flashed to Fox in surprise. 
Interesting.
So the prince had never noticed the ash before? Perhaps after seeing his father expose himself with magic, Rhydian had finally lost some of the fog over his vision. The ash, remnants of a great eruption in the north, still fell when the wind blew south. It had been years ago, but the memory was a welcome one. Fox smiled.
As Fox’s expression changed, the prince’s eyes slid past him, to the two bedrolls laid side by side. The young man’s gaze examined the pot of steaming water, sitting amongst the ring of stones around the fire, and the two cups nearby. Rhydian took it, his expression open but wary. Fox was pleased to see the surprise register on Rhydian’s face, as the prince realised there were no horses or pack animals. At least the prince was smart enough to notice. Eventually Rhydian frowned, glancing around, looking out beyond the trees.
Cracking his neck and reclining back on the log, Fox waited patiently, his thoughts idle. Could Rhydian understand how far away Aurelia had been taken, whisked from the skies, only to meet a brutal reception back in Lolihud? Fox frowned. That was unlikely. And the prince would have no idea of the weariness Fox was now himself experiencing, after dragging everyone through the forest on his will and magic alone. They’d travelled across the forest with the roaring of the earth beneath them, and the shimmer of Fox’s magic around them. 
Fox straightened up. 
Rhydian’s weary gaze came to rest upon the dark shapes around them, protruding like dead trees from the moss and the undergrowth around the camp. 
Dragon bones. 
Reaching out of the forest floor like broken shadows, long arches of ribs reached to the sky, as if pleading with the gods for resurrection. The prince’s gaze followed the twisted shapes, his eyes wide and his finely made lips slightly parted.
Rhydian’s wary eyes eventually slid back to Fox, taking Fox’s measure. The prince’s mouth formed a word that Fox didn’t catch, spoken as it was in silence. But seeing the jealously flash over that clear blue gaze, Fox couldn’t help his quiet laugh.
Aurelia had spoken of Fox to Rhydian, which was fine by Fox. As Fox continued to smirk at the prince, he realised Rhydian’s expression had faded from jealousy into something much worse. 
Defeat. Loss. Despair. 
Fox was fascinated. He had wanted to meet with the doomed prince, the son of a bitter woman. The same woman, now just the empty wreck of a missing queen, who was at this moment pulling the strings of the prince’s lover.
Or was the prince a man with a deep, bright soul? 
If he was being uncomfortably honest, Fox felt he owed it to Aurelia to find out. Which was why he had summoned the lost and forlorn young man that was standing before Fox now. It would give Aurelia a chance to meet him outside the castle before she had to choose. It wasn’t quite an apology for the way she was being used by the Elder One, but it was the least Fox could offer. She obviously cared for this young man, and she had to decide what to do. 
So Fox was giving her the choice. 
Aurelia could leave now with the prince and disappear. Or follow what she had believed was right and true since birth, to weed out a threat aimed at her people, and snatch back what their great Elder One claimed had been stolen. 
For himself, Fox just wasn’t sure anymore. 
But Aurelia had to make this decision on her own. To choose the lives of her people, by fighting whatever curse still hovered over them, threatening their way of life.
Or if, if she so wished, she could choose to save Rhydian’s life instead.
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Aurelia


Year 367
The Forest

Her crystal pendant went quiet.  
The Elder One, as Aurelia still thought of her, had been dismissive and impatient. And after their abrupt communication, Aurelia wanted to rip it off her neck and fling it into the trees.
The castle wasn’t far. Fox had warned them this was as far as he dared, any closer and the king might sense their arrival. So they had stopped to rest, conserving their strength for what was to come.
Aurelia wanted to throw up at the thought.
Afterwards.
Could she really do this?
The Elder One had already mobilised the army, only a few soldiers were left in Lolihud. Almost all of Aurelia’s lifetime had been preparing for this, to march into the strange warmer climate of Aneirin. When the Elder One had heard that Fox had finally brought her back close to Aneirin, a dry voice had buzzed like a wasp in Aurelia’s ear before the connection went silent. The Elder One had hissed four words on hearing that Aurelia was near the castle… now get it done.
Her cheeks flushed and, fully aware that Jessikah and Flare were watching, Aurelia stalked back towards their camp. Her fists were clenching and unclenching of their own accord as she stalked through wet ferns, catching her boots on giant buttressed roots in her haste. 
Of course she was going to get it done. 
Leaning her forehead on a mossy boulder, Aurelia paused to catch her breath, breathing in the mineral rich scent of the damp rock. As much as Fox had helped with her stitches and cuts, the wounds were still aching. She clutched her ribs, aware that the scars might not be visible, but the bruises ran deep.
Aurelia closed her eyes, breathing fast.
Of course she was going to get it done. 
Her whole life had been moving to this point, to free her people from the threat of the humans in the north, those that thought of magic as evil. Freeing them from the king, a hypocritical magic user, who was planning to wipe out the magic-using Elves. 
Aurelia wanted to howl with frustration. Elves and humans were the same! Some had magic, and some did not. Rhydian came to mind, as he was never far from her thoughts. He’d had no part of his father’s grand plans, meaning that he was innocent. Or he was part of it all? And she was the biggest Elven fool ever to have lived? Neither rang quite true. There was more here that she just didn’t understand.
“What’s worse?” she whispered into the darkening forest. 
Flare landed on a low branch beside her, a dark purple flash amongst the dripping moss of the trees. He cocked his scaly head at her question.
“What’s worse than what?” he asked.
Lifting her head, Aurelia glanced back to where Jessikah looked on from a short distance away, waiting for Aurelia to walk on again. Her yellow hair reminded Aurelia of the tiny gaseous fungus that grew in the dark places of the caves. Feeling a pang of guilt at the unworthy thought, Aurelia turned back to Flare and shook her head.
Flare shook his wings, perhaps in understanding, or perhaps not. 
Although, Aurelia thought, eyes narrowed at the tiny reptile, whose side was Flare really on? If he knew who the Elder One was, what else wasn’t what it seemed? He’d arrived with the Elder One out of the forest all those years ago, escaping the chaos as the dragons destroyed the City of the Seers. In the years since, as she’d grownup under the Elder One’s gaze, Flare had been Aurelia’s long-time companion. Guiding her along her path, as much as Fox had been. 
How strange, she wondered. As much as she had Bindy to talk to, really, her two closest friends were a flighty dragon and an icy elf who stalked around like an angry shadow. So what did that say about her?
A small squawk below interrupted the questions she had no answers for. 
Crouching down, ignoring the ache of her bruises, Aurelia peeled away ferns from the base of the boulder. A small owl, snow coloured and yellow eyed, gazed angrily out of the greenery. One of its wings was bent at a weird angle. It was a miracle that she hadn’t stepped on it.
“Hush! Hush, little thing,” she murmured. Stripping off her cloak, she stared at the bird. It stared fearlessly right back. As she spread the cloak on the ground before it, its fearless gaze turned suspicious and it squawked again.
Aurelia glanced up at Flare, who nodded. Flare flapped his wings loudly, and it distracted the owl just enough for Aurelia to reach over, pick up the startled bird, and deposit it into her cloak. With a quick flick of the corners, the material was wrapped securely around the injured bird, leaving just its head exposed. Its yellow eyes were wide, and it hooted in what sounded like indignation at being handled so.
Scooping up the angry bundle, Aurelia raised it to Flare. He stared down at it, then at her, his expression blank. “Can’t you help it?” she asked, her brow furrowed. 
“Me? No! I mean, I don’t have enough, uh. No, I can’t,” Flare replied, his claws shifting on the branch. His small scaly face looked back through the towering, dark trees to the way they’d come. “But, ah, Fox might.”
Coming closer to investigate, Jessikah frowned at both Flare and Aurelia before poking the bundle with a bony finger. The owl turned its head and snapped its beak. Jessikah stepped back abruptly, crossing her arms over her tunic. Her expression was one of unamused disgust.
The owl hooted louder. 
“Okay,” Aurelia said. “Okay. Fox can help.” One of Jessikah’s eyebrows rose, and her expression changed to a smirk.
“Well,” Aurelia looked back at Flare. His wings lifted, as if in apology, while the bundle in her arms squirmed again with another hoot of protest. 
As she walked back through the ferns and the trees, even her Elven eyesight was having trouble picking the best way. But she made sure to glance down often, reassuring her precious armload.
“Hush,” she whispered. “Don’t worry, my Shadow Man will make it better.” 
The owl snapped its beak once more.
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Merion


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

The groom raised the bottle of liquor to his lips, swallowed too fast, coughing as the homemade spirits burned the back of his throat. 
“To you, Lord Cyrus,” Merion wheezed with a belch after regaining his breath. “I don’t know exactly… what happened to you, but I will try to not forget that fact, that I don’t remember…” he belched again, letting the alcohol continue to creep through his mind like fog. It was better than the fog of not being able to remember just what the hells had happened to the head of the royal household. 
The groom was alone in his private rooms, seated at his table in front of a single beeswax candle. His fireplace was dark, and even though the night was cool, the fire would stay out for as long as he was damned well pleased. The idea of lighting it, seeing its cheery flames inside the beautifully worked iron grate, seemed like the ultimate disrespect. 
Because a good man had died. 
But how?
The death had happened in such a manner that… that what? Merion frowned down at the bottle, the dark green glass appearing a gloomy grey in the candlelight. Raising his gaze numbly, he stared at the wall opposite in the dark. Just through those wide wooden planks, in the courtyard outside, a man had met his end. He stroked his beard, mind wandering.
“A good man,” Merion murmured with a deep hiccup. “A good man died of heart failure…”
Except that heart failure didn’t leave you with your head separated from your neck, did it? With a snort that was halfway to a horrified laugh, Merion raised his bottle, pausing with the cool glass against his lips. He knew what the king had said to those who had seen Lord Cyrus fall, and it made sense. But two images played in his mind. Lord Cyrus dead on the cobbles, in one piece. And Lord Cyrus dead in two.
And somewhere in the background of his thoughts, straining to come clear, was a single flash of memory circling in Merion’s mind. Rhydian kneeling on the cobbles, with his face covered in a spray of blood. Staring in horror at the remains of what had once been a whole man.
“A good man,” Merion repeated, staring at the wall, and swallowed another fiery mouthful.
“A good man? He was, indeed.”
With a startled choke, Merion stood up, his chair tipping over behind him. It hit the floor with a clatter as the groom spun around to the door. His eyes widened. The king was in the doorway that led back into the stables. Not a single horse had made a sound.
“Sire! I didn’t hear you-”
The king held up a gloved hand, his cloak parting slightly. “At ease,” he murmured. “At ease, my other good man.”
Behind his beard, Merion bit his bottom lip. That term of endearment didn’t feel as comforting as the king had probably intended. Swallowing, Merion nodded and turned to pick up his chair. Behind him, the king had taken a step inside. 
“Please sit back down,” the king murmured, his expression giving nothing away. “I see you are commiserating.”
Mutely, the groom nodded, and sat down heavily. His hand reached back to the bottle. Not so he could take another swig, but as Merion studied the king, it felt reassuring to have something solid in his hand. 
Taking another step, the king looked around at the silent room. He was clad in his usual riding boots, his cloak a dark blue trimmed with white fur. While he wore no crown, the coiled tension around the king let you know that he was a man of power. Merion tried to clear his thoughts. What powers the king had, Merion had no idea and did not wish to find out directly.
Even with his face lit by the single candle flame, Merion could see one of the king’s eyes narrow slightly, as Merion’s grip tightened on the bottle. A muscle in the man’s jaw twitched before his expression smoothed.
“Don’t let me interrupt you, my groom.”
Merion nodded, but still didn’t drink. His sense of unease was sobering him up from his previously welcome state of inebriation.
“How can I help you, sire? Do you need a horse?”
It was dark outside, and the king always left during the day, but why else would he be here?
“No.” The king glanced around the room once more, his face calm. “No, I do not need a horse just now.” He paused, his pale gaze resting back on Merion’s. “But I do want them ready, and exercised each day.”
“Of course, sire.” Were they training for something? Merion cleared his throat. “Which ones, my king?”
The king walked over to the table, staring down at the lonely flame. As the man approached, Merion watched in silence. The flame appeared to darken. Holding out a gloved hand near the flame, the king’s expression tightened.
“All of them.”
“All of them-? I mean, yes, sire. Yes, of course.” Merion had to swallow the fresh belch threatening to rise from his churning stomach. The royal stables were extensive, so that meant many guards would be needed on rotation to take them out on a roster.
“All of them,” the king repeated, withdrawing his hand back inside his cloak. “I want them ready.”
“Of course, I see,” Merion whispered. But he didn’t see. The groom was a good man too, wasn’t he, so he wouldn’t ask ready for what? In case Merion had a heart attack as well.
“Good.” The king turned to leave, but paused. His gaze travelled over Merion’s face. Merion kept his hands where they were, one on the bottle, one tightly clenched in his apron pocket. “Have you seen Rhydian?”
Merion shook his head. 
The king’s gaze flickered around to the stables, and back to Merion.
“But he is… out riding?”
“Yes, sire.”
“Do you know for how long?”
“No, but… but I think Lord Cyrus’ passing has affected him deeply too.” Inside his apron, Merion’s hand jerked. “The poor lad had known the man his whole life.” The king pursed his lips, eyes on Merion’s apron. “That’s true.”
“I wouldn’t worry, sire. He’ll come back.”
“I’m not worried,” the king said, his voice soft. “Merely curious. I know he’ll come back. Rhydian will always come back to me.” 
Turning to go, the king headed for the stables, his steps unhurried. At the doorway, the king paused. He ran a gloved hand through his grey streaked brown hair and looked over his shoulder at the groom, still seated at the table. 
“He will always come back,” the king murmured, a haunted expression playing across his handsome face. “And I will be waiting for him. I am waiting for it all to be over and done with, finally.”
Merion straightened in his chair, his hands trembling now.
“Done, sire? What do you mean?” 
The king stepped into the shadows of the stables without a sound.
“Sire?” Merion called after him, rising from his chair.
The king was gone. Only one soft, concerned whinny broke the silence. 
Feeling as afraid and confused as he ever had in his life, Merion raised the bottle with a jerk, intending to fling it into his cold fireplace. Memory stopped his hand, and he glanced down. 
This bottle had been a gift to Merion from Lord Cyrus for teaching their stubborn young prince how to ride a horse. With shaking hands, Merion carefully set the bottle back down. He prayed to all the gods that Rhydian would stay the hells away.
His apron squeaked as he sat back down, the leather’s usual warm aroma offering little reassurance now. All Merion could do was drop his head into his hands, weeping for another good man.
My prince, do not come back, I beg you.
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Fox


Year 367
The Forest

Rhydian’s horse snorted as he walked the glossy black animal past the fire. 
As he headed to the shallow stream next to the campsite, Rhydian kept Fox in his field of vision, even when stepping carefully over the mossy stones. The prince draped the reins over a low branch and loosened the horse’s bit. The black horse eagerly bent his head to the waters. Rhydian was clearly swaying on his feet, but all the while he kept his gaze warily on Fox. 
It was likely that Rhydian needed water as well, but his gaze remained locked on Fox’s while his hand stroked the horse’s heaving flank.
Fox’s lips curled into a tight smile. Moving slowly, he turned his back to the prince.
Nothing happened at first. But eventually, Fox heard the prince’s knees crack as he crouched beside his horse to drink. It was amusing to think that the prince felt safer with Fox’s gaze turned away. The prince had ridden alone through the forest to follow a magical summons. But Rhydian was unwilling to drink in front of the source of the one who’d sent the call. 
His smile fading, Fox stared out at the dragon bones around him, experiencing feelings he couldn’t name. He was thinking about the prince, their target, right behind him. The young man was a symbol of failed plans, and plans that were still to be executed. But Rhydian was also someone who had touched Aurelia, in a way that Fox was intrigued by. He wasn’t jealous of what they had found in each other. But it was hard not to think about-
Letting go of the log he was sitting on, Fox reached up to touch the gold chain around his neck, feeling the charms under his dark shirt. His skin was starting to tingle this close to Aneirin, as he suspected it would. 
A cough interrupted his thoughts, and Fox dropped his hand, feeling the rough bark of the log below him once more.
“In case you were wondering,” Rhydian murmured quietly, “I know my father’s a monster.”
Fox, not bothering to turn back around, nodded. “And you?”
Rhydian sighed, his breath uneven. “I know that I’m the son of one.”
“Ah,” Fox laughed quietly to himself. “But who are you really, deep inside your dreams, princeling? What are you, if not a monster, too?”
“Scared,” the prince replied without hesitation. “I’m scared.”
“For yourself?”
“No. You know why.”
“Ah,” Fox nodded again, his gaze wandering to the dragon bones, faintly lit by the red embers. “You’re scared for Aurelia. That’s very sweet, princeling.”
“Sweet!?” Rhydian shouted suddenly. “I’m bloody sure that you were just as scared for her as well!”
But after a moment, the prince sounded like he had calmed down. He coughed once more. 
“I’m sorry. Please,” Rhydian pleaded after clearing his throat, sounding defeated. “Please tell me, is she… is Aurelia safe?”
Fox closed his eyes to the bones in front of him, nodding once.
“Is she here?”
Fox nodded again, his hands tightening on the log at Rhydian’s relieved sigh.
“I thought she’d… my father… but then there were wings… But that can’t be right? Can it?”
Wings that fly with your mother’s army, Fox wanted to spit out. But he kept his mouth shut. That was Aurelia’s choice to enlighten him. Fox pursed his lips. Or not. 
Getting to his feet, Fox opened his eyes. Reaching out, Fox took a step forward and touched one of the dark ribs that arched over his head. He let the bones speak for themselves. With eyebrows raised, Fox turned back to face the prince. Rhydian was standing dejectedly across the campsite. Fox tapped his finger once again against the bone, his hand close to an old black spear, half covered with moss.
“Oh,” Rhydian murmured, swallowing, eyeing Fox’s hand. The prince repeated the word in silence, his blue eyes staring numbly. Behind him, in the shadows, the black horse lifted his head up, blinked at Fox, and then went back to its drink. 
Rhydian coughed again and rubbed his chest. “I’ve never seen these bones before while riding through the trees.”
“What a shame.”
Ignoring his dry comment, Rhydian reached up to wipe his damp face with the hem of his shirt, exposing the lean muscles of his stomach. Fox glanced into the forest, idly wondered how far away Aurelia was, if her report to Rhydian’s mother was as abrupt as usual.
When he let his shirt fall back into place, Rhydian cleared his throat.
“Dragons are real, then?” he asked. “Big ones. Not just tiny ones.”
“Yes,” Fox replied quietly. He turned back to face the bones, rising from the forest floor like spikes of shadow and broken dreams.
“And they’re here? In Aneirin.”
“Yes,” Fox admitted. He hesitated and then snorted. “They’re closer than you think.” 
“That’s a lot to take in. I dreamt of them as a boy. Sadly, all I dream of now is a woman who might as well be one, for all the fear I wake up with afterwards.” 
“I know.”
“Oh. Aurelia, she told you?”
“Yes.” Sort of. Fox had been watching through the pool when Rhydian had told Aurelia. 
The trees overhead were their usual crowded canopy of thick branches and leaves, but he could see the sky was fully dark. The faint twinkle of a star could just be made out. With the stream gurgling gently nearby, it would have been a pleasant evening to be out, just wandering in silence in peace. Rhydian’s horse snorted, and the prince murmured some soft words of reassurance before he coughed again, his voice breaking.
“I know she trusts you,” Rhydian murmured. “And Flare. She trusts him too.”
“Yes.”
“Was it Flare that saved her? He… grew?”
“Yes.”
“And where is Flare now?”
Fox could not help the muscle twitching in his jaw. Where was Flare? Probably whispering into Aurelia’s ear, most likely. It would be less complicated if they weren’t here. If the Elder One found out that Aurelia had met with Rhydian and failed again… Fox didn’t know what she’d do. Aurelia would bear the brunt, of that he was sure.
“That pest is keeping watch over Aurelia,” Fox finally sighed. He flicked a finger in irritation towards the trees. “They’ll be back soon.”
“Pest?” Rhydian repeated. “Don’t you mean saviour?”
Fox stiffened, but the prince stepped closer towards him.
“Please.” Rhydian’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Please look at me.”
Smoothing his face, Fox turned to face the prince, who was now standing right next to the ring of stones around the fire. 
This close, Fox could see dark circles hooding his fascinating eyes. Rhydian was upright, but only barely. Rhydian’s sun-kissed skin looked flushed in the light of the embers, and his well-shaped hands were smoothing back his thick, tousled hair. He looked like a beautiful, but broken, man. For a moment, Fox’s vision doubled with that of a green-eyed elf, lost to time, lost to pain. 
Fox blinked, feeling his icy mask starting to crack. It was an effort not to reach out and break something. The Elder One’s plan for revenge was as necessary as Fox’s own had been, wasn’t it? The King and Queen of Aneirin were both refugees from a broken city, weren’t they? Broken by Fox’s own people? And why wasn’t Rhydian furious with himself for not seeing the truth, whatever the hell the truth actually was?
Rhydian, barely keeping himself upright, was watching Fox’s face with wide eyes. Narrowing his own, Fox took a step towards him. 
“Why aren’t you in a rage, princeling?” Fox hissed. It was unfair of him to project his anxiety over the prince, but he didn’t care. His skin was starting to more than just tingle. The magic of the curse was an uncomfortable hum reverberating deep into his bones.
Rhydian flinched at Fox’s tone, but held his ground, even swaying as he was on his feet. 
“Why aren’t you reeling with betrayal? Your father is a lying, murdering magic user, after all,” Fox hissed again, his voice almost a whisper. “Could that be why your mother disappeared? A bitter, broken woman?”
Rhydian’s gaze darkened for a moment, and then softened into a grief so bare that Fox wanted to take back his words and choke on them. It was no wonder Aurelia was so fascinated with this young man; it was like the prince had no mask, no guile at all. 
Fox cleared his throat, running his hands through his hair. 
“Shit. Forget I said that.” Fox exhaled slowly, his hands falling to his sides. “There’s just something so raw about you, little princeling, that really fucking confuses me.”
“What? I’m sorry-”
“Don’t fucking apologise! Just… fuck. Just grow up, own your power. The good, and the bad, if you have any. We all have a darkness inside of us. It doesn’t have to be black magic though, so just… don’t apologise unless you’ve got something to be sorry about.”
Rhydian’s eyes widened at Fox’s words. “Grow up,” he repeated, swallowing. His voice sounded brittle. “But… what if I turn out like my father?”
“You won’t,” Fox replied straight away. He sighed, trying to take the sting out of his voice. “I don’t believe that you’re much like him at all.” 
Rhydian blinked. A shining trail had appeared on his cheek, stopping at the corner of his mouth. Fox took an involuntary step forward, and this time Rhydian stepped back. 
With a snort, Fox held up his hands. “You came to me, remember?”
“You called to me, remember?” the prince murmured, wiping his face with a trembling hand.
Fox laughed, louder this time, and the prince’s expression lost some of its wariness, although he was still swaying a fraction. 
“I know who you are, Aurelia told me,” Rhydian said carefully, his voice catching on her name. Fox frowned at him, watching the prince’s face closely. The man had paled considerably. “Aurelia spoke of your… pretty eyes. She said… oh… um…” 
“Rhydian!”
The prince collapsed, toppling towards the fire.
Fox moved forward like a whip, catching the prince about his shoulders, settling Rhydian to his knees. Rhydian blinked groggily at Fox, now kneeling beside him. The prince’s face was white, his eyes unseeing.
“Rhydian, Rhydian! Can you hear me?”
The prince’s head lolled bonelessly for a moment until his strange blue ringed eyes found Fox’s own.
“Yes,” he mumbled, blinking at Fox. “Your hand is r-really cold...”
Fox rolled his eyes.
Don’t I know it. 
“And so are you,” Fox murmured out loud, touching the prince’s forehead. His flesh was clammy, but he hadn’t appeared to have completely blacked out. Fox blew out a relieved breath.
“I’m s-sorry,” Rhydian said, and tried to stand up, attempting to rise unsteadily, his eyes blinking with confusion. “I don’t know what happened.”
“Fucking stop apologising!” Fox snapped. He knocked the prince’s limp hands away in an attempt to keep the prince from standing up and collapsing again. Fox slid his arm around Rhydian’s shoulders and held him there. He actually didn’t know what else to do. Weren’t you supposed to lay someone flat if they passed out? Rhydian tried to push him away again. 
Fox cursed and swatted Rhydian’s feeble grasp away. Where in the hells was Aurelia? 
“Stop! Rhydian, you need to lie down.”
“Get your hands off me! I said I’m f-fine.”
“And I said lie down,” Fox snapped. 
Ignoring Rhydian’s weary protests, he half dragged the limp man over to Aurelia’s bedroll. The prince refused to lie down, so Fox compromised, as the prince remained sitting up, knees bent. He was still clammy, resting his chin on his arms wrapped around his knees. 
Fox sighed in frustration. He’d wanted to meet this strange young man, just… not quite like this.
Hating himself for the slight thrill in his guts, Fox knelt behind the prince, and placed hands on the man’s shoulders. The man’s flesh, even through his cloak, could be felt shivering. Was this crossing a line? Helping the enemy? 
Glancing at the dark trees, Fox grimaced. 
Aurelia, where the fuck are you? 
“Tell me what Aurelia said,” Fox murmured, his gaze dropping down to the prince’s tousled hair, “about my ‘pretty eyes’.”
“Ha h-ha.” Rhydian sounded unamused, his teeth chattering. “You f-first. Tell me about the darkness inside of all of us… what the hell does that m-mean?” 
Cursing himself for a fool, Fox’s hands tightened, and concentrating on the strange beat of Rhydian’s heart, Fox raised the temperature of Rhydian’s trembling body. Travelling through the forest, shaving time by manipulating energy? Difficult, yes, but not as much as this. For whatever the-gods-only-knew reason, Fox’s natural state of being was chilled, and his hands were the worst. Manipulating someone else’s temperature left his head aching worse than before.
Fox rested his forehead in Rhydian’s hair, warmth increasing in Rhydian’s body. The prince stiffened at first, but he relaxed on realising what Fox was doing. Beside them, the embers pulsed slowly as weak flames flickered over them. After a quiet sigh, the prince’s shaking slowed further, and soon ceased altogether. 
“Thank you,” Rhydian mumbled, grateful. He took a breath and seemed to be about to say something. He stopped. 
Fox frowned. “What.”
“Nothing.” The prince paused, shifting his back against Fox’s chest. “It’s just… lucky me. You don’t strike me as a man who kneels for just anyone. I’m grateful.”
And I never will again.
Fox squeezed Rhydian’s broad shoulders beneath his hands, not trusting himself to speak. Not just because of the images the prince’s words had conjured up for him. But also because, while Fox had been warming the prince, Fox had been quietly assessing the prince’s internal organs with his magic.
“If you have power,” Rhydian murmured, “why can’t you warm yourself up?”
Fox, his face still pressed into the prince’s hair, ignored the question. 
“Fuck you.” Fox cleared his throat. He needed to be nice. Didn’t he? Aurelia seemed enamoured with this man. He closed his eyes briefly and inhaled, smelling smoke, musk, and horse. “There is a darkness inside of all of us. But for you,“ Fox said carefully, “I think it was put there by someone on purpose. It’s like a fog.”
“The fog? You can feel that inside of me?” The prince shifted his shoulders, and Fox nodded against him. “Yes… I know what you mean.”
“I could clear it, if you wished.” Fox paused and lifted his head. “Although I’d hate to.”
“Why?” Rhydian asked, feeling deliciously warm now. 
“I’d hate to see you turn into me,” Fox murmured, dropping his hands from the prince’s shoulders.
Rhydian twisted to face him, wide eyes searching Fox’s face, and smiled. “It can’t be true.” 
“What?” Fox frowned.
Rhydian shrugged, twisting back to rest his chin back upon his knees. He murmured something that sounded a lot like ‘not so fierce’. 
Fox narrowed his eyes at the back of Rhydian’s head. “I’ve been watching you.”
Rhydian snorted. “You wish, Shadow Man. Heh.”
What the fuck! 
I don’t fucking think so, princeling.
Fox’s hands shot out, one gripping Rhydian’s neck, the other tangling in his hair. With a startled yelp, the prince froze. Staring over the prince’s head, into the crowded trees, Fox pressed his mouth to Rhydian’s ear. 
“Yes, I watched you from afar, and I wondered. Are you like her? Do you say one thing but do another? Your mo-,” he cut himself off with a hiss. “That bloody woman, she’s crueller than you’ll ever know.” 
“What- like who? Ow, Fox-”
Fox jerked the prince’s hair, turning Rhydian’s head to face Fox directly. The prince’s blue eyes were wide with shock. “And I wonder about what you really feel when you’re with Aurelia. When the both of you act like two innocent fools together.”
“Who’s cruel? Aurelia-”
“But you’re not quite, are you? Innocent?” Fox pressed his lips harder into Rhydian’s ear. “The fog in your mind. Is it your father’s? Or your own? And why does Aurelia care so much?” 
Behind them, the prince’s horse turned its head to face them, liquid eyes measuring Fox’s closeness to the prince. Fox bared his teeth at the beast. But at last he pulled back, released the prince’s hair with a rough shove, but only loosened his grip on Rhydian’s neck.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” Rhydian spat out, twisting his head to face Fox. His expression was one of annoyance, not fear.
“What? Wrong with me?”
“I’m here for Aurelia,” Rhydian continued, breathing fast. His gaze dropped to Fox’s mouth. “I heard your call, but I came for her. Are you trying to scare me? If so, it’s not working.”
Fox raised an eyebrow. Rhydian jerked back and knocked Fox’s hand from his neck with one arm. Fox smiled but said nothing. He stayed where he was, crouched by the prince. 
“Who are you, really? And where’s Aurelia?”
“Coming, like I said. Slowly. She's overwhelmed by indecision, and it's making her as unlike herself as she has ever been. About you.” 
“About me?”
“She is quite conflicted.” 
“What she has to do,” Rhydian said and took a breath. He met Fox's eyes with a steady gaze. “Can’t you do it for her?” the prince asked carefully. His blue eyes, with their deep blue outer ring, searched Fox’s own. 
Fox raised a hand and rested it back in the prince’s hair. His fingers tugged on the golden-brown strands, feeling for the warmth there. Had Aurelia realised how soft Rhydian's hair was? His gold and black eyes stared unblinking at the prince.
“No,” Fox said. 
Rhydian frowned, but didn’t pull away. “What are you here for, then?”
Not bothering to reply, Fox wound his cool fingers further into the prince’s soft hair. Rhydian bit his lip, his breath catching, as Fox leant back over and inhaled above the prince’s ear. Sparks flared up from the embers. 
“I am not afraid of you,” Rhydian whispered against Fox’s cheek. Fox tightened his grip and tugged hard. 
“The way you watch out for her assures me you are not to be frightened of,” Rhydian continued, his voice thick. 
“Is that a challenge?” Fox pulled back, scowling into Rhydian’s defiant gaze. 
“No, it’s a fact, you idiot.” Rhydian didn’t flinch as Fox’s scowl deepened. “And I asked you a question.” Rhydian’s hand shot up and grabbed Fox’s wrist in a surprisingly firm grip. “What are you really here for? Why did you call me? For Aurelia? Or for you?” 
Because you remind me of Owaen, and what might have been.
“Both.” Fox admitted instead, eyes on Rhydian’s lips. “I want to know what magic you possess.”
Rhydian’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t have magic.” 
Fox laughed, right in the prince’s face. “You are such a fool.”
“I don’t have magic.”
“Not even to heal a doe’s swollen ankle with your touch, without even thinking about it?”
“The doe? What are you talking about?”
Fox snorted in response. The prince wasn’t a monster, but he was a fool. Rhydian released Fox’s wrist and, hesitating at first, touched Fox’s face instead. 
“What are you?” Rhydian’s voice was soft.
Fox closed his eyes, leaning into the warm touch. The prince’s hand, warm and strong, reminded him so closely of what he had locked away long ago. Eyes still closed; Fox asked a question, expecting nothing in answer.
“My dear, sweet, little prince, don’t you know what Aurelia is here to do?”
Surprising Fox, Rhydian brought his other hand to Fox’s other cheek, exploring the cool skin under his fingertips. 
“I think so, yes.” Rhydian’s voice was quiet. “But I trust her.”
Fox opened his eyes. Voices and footsteps were approaching.
Fools. All of them. Fools in the past. Fools here and now. 
There was no way this was going to end well for any of them. So Fox closed the final space between the two of them with his lips. 
Tasting the bittersweet moisture of dried tears, Fox pressed closer. His free hand grabbed Rhydian’s shirtfront, pulling him close, his other hand still tangled in the prince’s hair. After a startled pause, Rhydian’s lips parted beneath his own. Fox’s teeth grazed Rhydian’s bottom lip, and on hearing the prince’s breath catch, Fox explored further with the tip of his tongue. With a surprised gasp, Rhydian opened his lips further, and Fox slid his tongue into the heat withing, tasting salt and the fresh spice of the trees around them. It lasted a moment; it lasted a lifetime. Fox fought to keep his mind on the present, not on a lost figure from his past. 
The footsteps were close now.
Fox sucked on Rhydian’s lower lip for a breath before he released Rhydian’s mouth. Unwinding his fingers from Rhydian’s hair, he stood up in one smooth motion. 
Stepping away, ignoring Rhydian’s stunned expression, Fox turned to the trees and let out his breath with a long exhale. His skin was still tingling, both from the prince and also from the magical barrier ahead of them. 
At last, Aurelia appeared from between the trees, looking down at something cradled in her arms. Flare was a purple shimmer on her shoulder. Jessikah was not far behind, rubbing her chest.
“Aurelia.” Fox cleared his throat. “You have a visitor.” 
Her head snapped up, eyes wide. Rhydian pushed himself up to stand, mouthing her name, his face flushed. He was swaying slightly. 
Aurelia was staring, frozen.
“Leave,” Fox snapped at Jessikah. The woman balled her fists, but spun herself around and stalked back into the trees. Flare took in the prince’s wide-eyed expression, and Fox’s scowl, before taking off for the canopy above.
Stalking past Aurelia, ignoring her plea for him to wait, Fox headed for the trees. He needed the shadows to hide his face. Rhydian was just as warm as Owaen had been. So what did that say about Fox?  
What’s wrong with me? 
Why am I so cold?
Fox wanted to help the prince and Aurelia. But there was no obvious way ahead, none that he could see. The two fools were unlucky enough to have found each other while standing on different sides in a struggle for magic and power. 
Each and every one of them was a fool.
Fox touched his lips as he slipped into the shadows amongst the solemn trees. He might just be the biggest fool of them all.
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Aurelia


Year 367
The Forest

“Aurelia.” Fox’s voice startled her. “You have a visitor.” 
Glancing up from the bird in her arms, she froze.
The sharp sting of her still healing wounds on her sides intensified as she inhaled deeply.
Rhydian!
There was a moment of wild, fierce joy in her heart until she remembered what news Fox had shared with her before they left Lolihud.
What do I say about his mother? I can’t tell him! I can’t! Not when I’m here to-
Aurelia stood still, with simply no idea of what to do.
As he rose to his feet, Rhydian said something, but Aurelia wasn’t sure if he’d spoken aloud. All she could do was stare, her ears ringing at the shock of seeing him in person. Had she accidentally eaten glow-wort, and hallucinated him here? No. She’d never imagine him coming to her like this. He looked tired, and even in the dim firelight she could see his cheeks were flushed. Rhydian took a step towards her, his expression unsure. Nearby, his black horse snorted loudly.
“Leave,” Fox snapped at Jessikah, who’d stumbled to a stop behind Aurelia. There was a pause, and then footsteps stamped off back the way they had come from. Flare remained silent, taking off into the branches arching over them, far above the dragon bones.
Aurelia stayed where she was. Rhydian was here. Smiling uncertainly, he waited by the fireside, waiting for her to speak. But her mouth was dry.
Fox stalked past Aurelia, and she tried to stop him.
“Fox,” she croaked, her eyes on Rhydian’s face, “wait.”
Not meeting her gaze, Fox stalked into the trees after Jessikah, one hand over his mouth.
A soft hoot from the feebly squirming bird in her arms tore her gaze from Rhydian’s face. Aurelia started guiltily. Had she clasped it too tight in shock? She didn’t want to put it down, but she also wanted to fling her arms around Rhydian. 
Didn’t she? A sob escaped her.
At the pitiful sound, Rhydian didn’t hesitate. He sprung over the fire between them, and careful of the bundle in her arms, he wrapped his arms around her. He was swaying slightly, breathing unevenly.
“I don’t want it to die,” Aurelia sobbed once, and hating herself for it.
“Shhh,” Rhydian whispered into her hair. “Shhh, it’s going to be okay.”
Leaning into him, Aurelia wiped her face on his shirt. It smelt like the campfire and the forest. After squeezing her tighter for a moment, Rhydian pulled back, so he could peer down at the owl.
“You don’t know that it’s going to be okay,” Aurelia mumbled, face damp. “You can’t know that.”
“I do. I can.” Rhydian lent over the bird and kissed her tears. When she sniffled, he lifted a corner of his cloak and wiped her nose. “I trust you to do what’s right.”
“I can’t stand this,” she whispered, knowing they weren’t just talking about the owl.
As the bird hooted again, Rhydian tucked a corner of its wrapping over the owl’s head. 
“I trust you,” he repeated, while she sagged against him, his arms back around her. 
“You know you shouldn’t,” she murmured against his chest.
Rhydian shrugged and squeezed her tighter, pressing his face into her hair. She was half expecting Flare to interrupt with a badly timed quip. But no comment floated down from above. There was only a muffled hoot from between them.
They stood like that, just breathing against each other, until the owl began to squirm in protest. With a sigh, Rhydian stepped back, undraping the cloak from its head. Yellow eyes stared back without fear, reflecting the low light of the fire.
Carefully, Rhydian reached a hand over its white head. Twisting its head to watch his fingers get closer, the dark beak opened slightly. But as Rhydian made contact with the soft feathers, the beak closed. The yellow eyes fluttered as he stroked it again, using just his thumb.
Aurelia half sobbed, half laughed, as the bird gave into the gentle reassurance of Rhydian’s touch. 
“Come, sit by the fire,” Rhydian murmured, pulling his hand away.
Leading her gently to her bedroll, he helped her sit down carefully. Rhydian lowered himself to the soft canvas, one warm arm draping around her shoulders. He twisted to check on his horse before settling against her. The owl hooted, just one quiet huff.
“Uncle Fox will come back to help you,” Rhydian crooned. 
“Uncle-? Never mind. I hope he does,” Aurelia murmured, leaning into Rhydian with a sigh. “He’s hard to read, though. When he stalked off just now…”
Rhydian shifted beside her.
“He seemed more annoyed than usual,” she murmured.
“Oh? Hm. Really.” Rhydian cleared his throat.
“Yeah.” Aurelia blew out another sigh and settled the owl more comfortably on her lap. It was fidgeting, but only slightly. “I’m relieved to see you, Rhydian. I shouldn’t be, but… how is it that you’re here?”
“Ah. Fox, he called me here.”
“What?” She tilted her head back to stare at him. His blue eyes were wide.
“After what my father did to you,” he said, his breath catching, “and afterwards... I left. Merion had Blackthorn ready.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I felt a pull. And somehow, I knew it was right to come.” 
“Did he now. I don’t think I’ll ever understand him. But I guess Fox must have called you here for me.”
“Mmm, I can see that. So here I am. And I am very relieved to see you too, Aurelia. Gods, what happened?”
“You saw what happened.” 
Rhydian pressed his lips to her cheek, and she turned her face towards him. He hesitated at first, but kissed her lips until the owl hooted in protest between them. Rhydian broke the kiss first. His cheeks had flushed further. He swallowed. 
“It seemed impossible that you were gone. My father… He…” Rhydian’s voice faded, and he shook his head.
“I have to choose a side,” Aurelia whispered into the silence, staring into the yellow eyes of the owl. Rhydian reached down to stroke its snowy head again. This time, it squirmed, its eyes blinking rapidly.
“I know you do.” Taking a deep breath, Rhydian’s whisper was quiet. “I've had time to think. Coming here, seeing you trying to do something for your people. I need to go back,” he said against her hair. “Back to Aneirin, for mine.”
“What?” her head whipped around to stare at him. “You can’t be serious?”
Rhydian’s face was solemn.
“I am. My people don’t know what he’s done. I know you’re looking out for your people. I’m going to look out for mine.”
She pursed her lips. Wasn’t that why she was back in the forest, to protect her people? Wasn’t that why she was back here, on her way to Aneirin to lift the curse? Rhydian watched her, his expression calm. She knew hers wasn’t.
“I’m sick of this!” Aurelia hissed, when really she wanted to howl in frustration. This was wrong. Rhydian’s arm tightened around her.
“Don’t you know what I have to do?” she hissed again.
“Yes.” Rhydian’s reply was quiet, but firm. “And I ask that you do it.”
Aurelia was lost for words. She wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly.
“Hurry up, the pair of you,” Fox snapped. Both of them jumped. “Hurry up, and figure it the hell out.” 
Directly across the fire stood Fox, a gloomy shadow barely touched by the red glow from the fire. His face was carefully blank again; his glittering eyes narrowed in a grimace.
“Don’t talk to Aurelia like that,” Rhydian snapped. 
Fox’s eyebrows shot up, and his lips parted slightly in surprise. Ignoring Fox’s shocked expression, Rhydian carefully stood up with Aurelia, holding her close. “And don’t sneak up on people. It’s rude.” 
At any other time, Aurelia would have laughed at Fox’s expression. But now wasn’t the time. Especially when Fox’s withering gaze dropped to the fidgeting bundle in her arms, while Rhydian still seemed to be sizing the other man up. 
“Please.” Aurelia held up the bundle, and the owl let out a protesting squawk. “Its wing is broken.”
“And?” Fox tore his eyes away from Rhydian and waved a hand at the trees in dismissal. “Get your dragon to help.” 
“Flare said he can’t,” she pleaded, wincing at the catch in her voice. She held the bird out further. “Fox, please.”
Fox crossed his arms. “No.”
“Please!”
“I said no. I don’t like broken things.” Fox’s mouth twisted. “Take it away.”
Beside her, Rhydian shook his head, letting out an exasperated sigh. His hand tightened against her back.
“I know you can save it.” Aurelia raised her voice. “Yes, a broken thing, like you say. But it’s one tiny bird, doomed to die if you don’t.”
Tossing his inky hair away from his forehead, Fox shrugged. “Perhaps that’s its destiny.” 
“What does that even mean?” Aurelia hissed, waving the bundle at him. “Why can’t you do this for me? Are you saying that you’d rather use your power running errands for the Elder One instead?”
Fox’s eyes narrowed, gold flecks glinting dangerously.
“What Fox is saying,” Rhydian broke in, his voice hard, taking the fidgeting bundle from Aurelia, “is that he is afraid.” 
Dread coiled around Aurelia’s guts, as the black eyes across the fire seemed to swallow the night. Fox slowly uncrossed his arms, his clenched hands dropping to his sides. 
Rhydian wasn’t put off. He smiled coldly, and ignoring Aurelia’s warning hand on his arm, he walked around the stones of the campfire. Rhydian thrust the blinking owl to Fox’s chest. When he spoke again, Rhydian’s voice was full of scorn.
“Fox is afraid of showing us that he cares.”
Aurelia’s sharp intake of breath was the only sound beside the crackle of the fire. Even the bird had gone quiet. Fox’s eyes had narrowed until they were just slits of black. 
Infinitely slowly, Fox’s beautiful hands slid almost lovingly over Rhydian’s. He lifted the owl out of the prince’s arms. Hoots of protest accompanied it. And Aurelia watched in horror as Fox’s white face looked past Rhydian, down at the fire. Under Fox’s dark gaze, the glow brightened. The owl was now hooting continuously.
Oh gods, no!
Fox’s black eyes raised, met Aurelia’s.
Please, she mouthed, unable to make a sound. Please.
There was a moment of silence. And then Fox blinked, his gaze losing it’s wild chill. Glancing back down at the bird, he raised its head gently to his lips. The hooting ceased, and the bird stopped moving around. 
“Aurelia,” he murmured into the snowy feathers. “Come here.”
Hardly daring to breathe, Aurelia stepped around the fire, feeling the tension in his hand when it sought hers out. She glanced up. Two purple eyes, reflecting the campfire, peered down from the trees. She looked around; Jessikah was nowhere to be seen.
“Put your hands over mine.” 
When Aurelia hesitated, Rhydian took her hands in his, pressing them against Fox’s, leaving his own over hers. After a quick, guarded glance at Rhydian, Fox closed his eyes. As he breathed, ice was forming between her hands and Fox’s. As the air temperature around them dipped, their breaths misted around them. Abruptly, the chill turned painful. She heard Rhydian’s sharp intake of breath. He was feeling it as well. It grew more even painful, and she cried out. The bundle started to move again, and all at once, the pain ceased. Flare’s soft sigh drifted down from above them.
Was this pain something that Fox felt each time he worked his power? 
She would never ask him that, she realised. He had done too much for her, for the Elves, for the Elder One. She swallowed as Fox’s eyes opened. He was looking at Rhydian, his face back into its usual mask of indifference. 
Rhydian released her hands to hold on to her shoulders instead, and she let get go of Fox. Letting the bundled cloak fall open, Fox loosened his grip. The bird blinked at him, then hopped without fear onto his forearm. It wiped its beak on his shirt. After shaking out its wings, it took off with ease on whisper-quiet wings. The pale shape flew up and was soon lost in the shadows of the crowded, towering trees. Rhydian’s arms tightened around her.
“Thank you,” Aurelia whispered. 
“Let him go now, too,” Fox murmured, staring at Rhydian behind her. “We’ve lingered long enough.”
Aurelia closed her eyes. “I can’t.” 
Fox made no comment, but when she opened her eyes, Fox’s expression had softened. The prince kissed her hair.
“I have to go back, Aurelia,” Rhydian murmured. “Back to my people. And you need to do… what you have to do for yours. I know it will work out. Trust me.”
Trust him? Aurelia wanted to howl with laughter. A sob escaped instead.
“Please.” Rhydian lowered his voice. “I think…no. I know that you have to do this.”
“You know, princeling, you remind me of someone from another life.” Fox cracked his neck. “Strong. Naïve. But full of purpose.”
“Who?” asked the prince, straightening behind Aurelia.
Fox’s lips twisted. “At one time, she had the body of a woman. But lucky for her, she had the stomach of a dragon.” 
Despite her frustration, Aurelia was fascinated by his words. Fox hardly ever talked about his past.
“What did she do?” she whispered.
“What she had to do,” Fox replied calmly. 
“And you?” Rhydian murmured. “What are you doing, Fox?”
“I’m keeping my word.” Fox’s gaze slid back to Rhydian. “Go. If you are… if we are… going to do this, it has to be in Aneirin. Where it began.”
Rhydian nodded, then stilled as Fox reached out his hands once more. One came to rest on Aurelia’s face, the other on Rhydian’s. Leaning forward, he placed a kiss on Aurelia’s mouth. And then, to her surprise, Fox placed his cool lips on Rhydian’s as well. After a moment, Fox dropped his hands. With nothing further to say, Fox sat down by the fire, turning his back to them. 
Rhydian let out an uneven breath and turned Aurelia in his arms to face him.
“Goodbye, but only for a little while,” he murmured, pressing his lips to her forehead. “I’ll see you soon.”
“You can’t know that.” Anger tightened Aurelia’s throat. “I might go... I might leave...”
“I’ll see you soon,” Rhydian repeated firmly. “I must go back. And you must come to me there.”
“Rhydian, I… can’t you come with me? We can go somewhere, anywhere else…” 
And what? What was she even saying?
But Rhydian shook his head and addressed Fox’s back. “Would that work? Could we get away from this?”
“I doubt it.” Fox didn’t turn around. His voice sounded wistful. “Would either of you be able to live with what you’d left behind? Living with such a decision can be…” he paused. “Well. That can be challenging.”
Rhydian turned back to Aurelia, his blue eyes shining. Reaching up, Aurelia touched his cheek. He turned to kiss her fingertips. “Then I’ll go back. And wait.”
Aurelia wasn’t sure she could let him go. 
This was wrong. 
“Anything you ask of me,” Rhydian said to Aurelia, his face against hers, both of their cheeks damp. “I’ll do it, freely. You know more about all of this than I do, and you must do what you can to help me fix it.”
Dropping his arms, sliding his hands over her as he stepped away, Rhydian turned and made his way across the moss, back to his horse. Behind him, Aurelia couldn’t move. She simply stood there, arms limp by her sides as the heat of his embrace faded. Before he mounted up, Rhydian turned back, the reins held loose in his hands. Blackthorn tossed his head. Fox said nothing further. She swallowed around the lump in her throat and clenched her hands into fists, trying to remember every detail of Rhydian’s face. 
Right then, his beautiful eyes were full of light. He blinked and smiled a small smile, just for her.
“It’s going to be okay, Aurelia. I trust you to make the right decision.” He glanced briefly at Fox before resting his gaze back on her. “For all of us.”
Hoisting himself into the saddle, Rhydian urged the animal back into the trees without looking back. 
The world seemed to be covered with a wet haze full of red tinged rainbows from the embers of the dying fire. Aurelia wiped her eyes.
Rhydian was gone. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Not even bothering to turn around from the fire, Fox held up a hand. 
Aurelia staggered towards him, grasping blindly. She collapsed onto the bedroll in front of him, onto her knees, not letting go of his hand. Resting her face on his thigh, her shoulders shook, but she bit back her tears, not wanting Rhydian to hear them.
“Saying goodbye, my Little Thing,” Fox murmured, squeezing her hand, “unfortunately, that’s the easy part. It’s the days that come after which are much, much worse.”
At that, Aurelia’s tears ran freely. Fox’s other hand touched the top of her head, hesitating, before he draped it tightly around her back. 
He left it there, holding her, while she wept silently through the night.
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Fox


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

Fox’s laboured breathing competed with the noise of the river. He bit back his next breath, wincing as his ribs cracked. 
“Shit,” he hissed.
Above them, the sky was a wild expanse of stars that danced across his vision. His eyes watered, and for a moment gold painted the night sky in honeyed tones.
They had emerged from the spread of gigantic oaks at the edge of the trees and were using the bridge to cross the river. As Fox had suspected it would be, the closer he got to Aneirin, the more was painful it was for him. The curse was a strong and cunning piece of magic, meant to keep its people safe inside, meant to keep others from the outside getting in. Others like him. 
Fox hung his head, coughing into his arm.
Halfway over the dark green waters, he had braced himself against the wooden handrail of the bridge, fighting the urge to retch over the side. He swallowed, attempting to control his heaving stomach, trying to find a point in the distance to concentrate on. Further downstream, the whirlpool was a dark shadow of humming water. Its slightly concave shape reflected the stars in distorted patterns; where they hung brightly above the fields along the road.
The pain wasn’t like welcoming the biting clarity of sharp rocks to bare feet. The pain was like a swarm of venomous wasps had landed upon his entire body, and with each step across the river, they dug their barbed stingers deeper inside of him.
Aurelia had made it to the far side of the bridge, hurrying across, with her gaze straight ahead. She’d only paused when her boots had touched the dirt road again. Her cloak was wrapped tightly against the chill, her pale face tight with concern on realising Fox was still on the bridge. A breeze rustled the hair around her face. 
“Fox?” Aurelia called, a soft breath in the night. The long grasses and nearby stalks of grain whispered beside her.
On reaching Aurelia’s side, Jessikah had also turned her expressionless eyes back to Fox, minus the concern. Fox wondered if she was feeling the effects like he was. It didn’t seem like it. Although Jessikah’s hands were clenched tightly over her heart, her cloak was flapping like a grey shroud around her.
Fox waved them on, sniffing because his nose was starting to clog. Aurelia, eyes still wide with concern, turned reluctantly back to the road. Jessikah followed her along the road as it passed through grassy meadows not yet into the fields of grain. The ring of stones was a dark presence off to their left.
Fox caught sight of Flare, watching him from around Aurelia’s shoulder. He bared his teeth, and the eyes widened.
“And you?” Fox hissed, knowing Flare could hear him. “How do you feel?”
The tiny eyes blinked at him, and there was a tiny cough.
“I’m… I’ll manage.” The eyes disappeared into the folded down hood of Aurelia’s cloak.
Later.
Fox cursed. He would think about Flare’s immunity to the curse later. Now he would concentrate on trying to stay upright, as the curse ripped at his magic and his skin. Something metallic pricked his nostrils, and he wiped his nose with a chilled hand. 
Fox continued along the bridge, hating the rush and strange hum of the water below. When as his boots finally left the bridge, and found the hard packed dirt road, he looked down. His hand was covered with fresh blood from when he'd wiped his nose.
Shit.
He wasn’t sure how long he would last.

      [image: image-placeholder]They’d hiked uneventfully past the fields and the farms, and were approaching the city’s lower wall. The town should have been secure for the night, but one of the great wide gates was open.
A dog barked from the keep house. The sound of chairs scraping back came from within. After a moment, two guards stepped out. One of them called out to the three travellers as they approached. The other was chewing something. Both had swords in their belts and were holding spears.
“Who comes?” the one on the left said, his back to the torch behind him on the wall. “My liege, is that you?”
Thank the icy hells. There was a possibility that the king was absent. And since Fox’s head was buzzing like a beehive, he was relieved that he didn’t have to contend with the king. The curse was strong, and if the man could have conjured this up, who knew what else he could do? Fox was powerful, but there was no point in being over zealous about it. It was possible the king had received help with the curse, though. The power that lay over the land was wide reaching, old and deep. But Fox hadn’t agreed to magical combat with the man. That was something he’d never promised.
The guard called out again. “I said, who comes?”
“We’ve come to see the prince,” called Fox.
The guard straightened his spear. “The prince? What for?”
The other one swallowed his mouthful of food, squinting at the travellers, who had stopped about ten paces away. “At this hour?” he asked.
Fox turned to Aurelia. Her green eyes were wide, and her arms were crossed over her chest. He waited, eyebrows raised. She chewed her lip, but nodded, and Jessikah took a step back. Turning back to the guards, he would try to make it quick. Stealth was key here. Hundreds of tiny barbs sank into his skin as he clenched his hands. As he stepped into the circle of light thrown by the torch, Fox called his power forth, ice forming in seconds around his hands. 
The guard who’d spoken first dropped his spear. 
Confused, the other guard’s eyes widened in panic. 
“What-”

      [image: image-placeholder]At the upper city wall, the one that surrounded the castle, Jessikah was staring at the four guards who had dropped like sacks of grain. The great cobbled courtyard lay beyond. 
Aurelia refused to look.
Fox straightened his shoulders and cracked his neck, biting back a hiss of pain.
They had passed through the gate of the lower wall, leaving the two fallen guards behind them. Jessikah had dragged them into the guardhouse. And as the three travellers made the steep climb through the slumbering city, they had barely seen another soul. There was only the occasional torch lighting the way, although Fox could see fine. Except when the pain of the curse, sinking through his skin, had him squinting while he panted.
These four guards at the upper wall had dropped silently like the first. Fox had looked at Aurelia the same as before. This time she hadn’t bothered nodding; instead, she had just turned away, her breathing uneven. 
Again, Fox ordered Jessikah to clear the guards away. She pursed her lips but carried them by their boots one by one into the gatehouse. One of them left a small trail of blood behind him as his leaking ear scraped along the ground. When Jessikah came back out, she wiped her hands on her grey cloak, and her yellow hair was falling out of the loose bun on top of her head. She waited, arms clutching her chest, eyes hooded. 
Fox pointed, and smiled at the fear mixed with fury across her face, when she realised he was making her go through first. Jessikah dropped her hands to her sides and stalked off down the tunnel under the wall that led to the courtyard.
Aurelia passed through next, and Fox came last of all. His head was a swarm of biting insects, trying to burrow into his brain.
He bit his lip, concentrating on staying upright.

      [image: image-placeholder]Flare’s wide and anxious eyes matched Aurelia’s expression.
Fox was sure his own face was a twisted scowl. It was all he could do to lean back against the outside wall of the castle. As he fought to stay conscious, he stared at the towering structure above him. The whole scale of the place was even more awe-inspiring in person, compared to just seeing it in the pools of Lolihud. The only other city that he knew of to rival this whole place was the City of the Seers, ruined in the north.
They’d crossed the great courtyard, a veil of shadows around them, which was the most Fox had been able to conjure. No one had appeared to see them. Or at least no alarm was called out. With a bitter laugh, Fox wondered if the king was inside. Could he sense that they were here? Crawling as they were, like three spiders edging across the king’s web of power. 
Now they were at the juncture of two great stone walls, between the base of Rhydian’s tower and the main entrance to the castle. The three of them, with Flare on Aurelia’s shoulder, had crowded into the shadows.
Aurelia’s face was pale, her cheeks dead white. 
Even if Fox had agreed to get it done for her instead, he wasn’t sure he could. He could hardly stand. As he bumped the back of his head against the wall, trying to clear his thoughts, Fox squinted up at the night sky. The king must have had help with the curse. The Elder One? Is that what had happened? Surely that wasn’t enough.
“Hurry, Aurelia,” Fox muttered, resting his head back, blinking rapidly while the pain weakened his body. Aurelia licked her dry lips and turned without a word. She headed cautiously up the steps, the crystal pendant in her hands. The door was unbarred.
Still on her shoulder, Flare’s wings drooped. As the doors closed behind them, Fox had to wonder. Why was that blasted lizard still trying to pretend he could help? 
Fox wiped his nose again, and his hand came away with fresh blood.
By all the icy hells. 
It hurt.
He shifted sideways towards Jessikah.
“Get three horses, unsaddled, bridles only,” Fox hissed, pointing towards the stables. They would definitely need the horse to get away afterwards. He also needed Jessikah gone; almost as painful as the curse against his skin was for her to see him so vulnerable. 
Jessikah slouched off across the yard. 
He banged the back of his head against the wall again. The flash of fresh pain, unrelated to the curse, distracting him, wouldn’t last for long. But he wanted to keep an eye on what was happening inside.Fox wiped his nose again, using the sky to focus.

      [image: image-placeholder]Rhydian was naked, sitting on the edge of his bed, head in his hands. The bed sheets were crumpled behind him, and his back was to the door. There was a low fire in the hearth, and a single lantern lit by his bed.
The prince didn’t see the door open, or the cloaked form of Aurelia steal into the room, leaving the door slightly ajar. One hand was in her cloak. She paused, her green eyes wide and wild in the dark. 
Outside, Fox had sunk to his knees, breathing hard. He watched Flare take off from Aurelia’s shoulder to land on the windowsill. The dragon turned away, his small breath fogging on the glass.
Perhaps the soft flap of dragon wings alerted Rhydian he was not alone. He had stood up abruptly, whirling to face the door.
As Aurelia and Rhydian made eye contact, her hand dropped from her cloak. It came out empty. After a pause, Rhydian leapt over his bed, catching Aurelia as she crumpled to her knees.
“Aurelia,” the prince murmured into her dark hair, rocking her. Her arms were around his neck and then the doomed lovers were kissing. As Rhydian’s hands slid down her sides, they traced her stomach and then started undoing her pants. Flare took back to the air and slipped out the slightly open door.
Pulling Aurelia up, Rhydian carried her to his bed. Aurelia got to her feet and pushed the prince down, and she followed him. Her cloak fell to one side and as she crawled along his naked form, Rhydian’s hands on her shoulders, pulling her up towards to his mouth.
A wisp of cloud passed across the sky, muting some of the stars. All Fox could see was Rhydian’s arms around Aurelia, his firm hands sliding down to her waist as she lowered herself over and upon him, her pants a tangled mess around her boots.
Fox heard Jessikah’s hiss from beside him. It sounded like she wasn’t doing very well. Grabbing the wall beside him for support, he watched the clouds, his mind back inside the tower. Flare, the coward, was still nowhere to be seen. Fox wasn’t sure if he was relieved or concerned about that. He felt consumed by what he was witnessing, and full of agony that was not completely related to the magic buzzing around him, threatening to pull his consciousness apart.
Gasps and cries mingled together as the lovers moved together. Aurelia had braced her hands on the prince’s chest; Rhydian’s eyes were open, shining with love and passion, as his hands dug into the soft flesh of her backside. She threw her head back, a deep moan shuddering through her; Rhydian’s own gasp, sudden and deep. After a moment, he sat up, still breathing rapidly, wrapping his arms around Aurelia while she trembled against him.
A noise brought Fox’s focus back to the deserted courtyard around him. His nose was really gushing now; he ignored it, along with the thorns and buzzing against his skin.
It was Jessikah, returning with three horses, as he’d demanded. Her face was flushed, and her yellow eyes were bloodshot. She was swaying now, clearly starting to feel the curse. 
Good.
Fox ignored her and turned back to the sky, squinting into the thickening clouds. He had no qualms about being a voyeur into their tenderness, unlike Flare, who had disappeared. 
He knew all too well the precious last moments of fiery passion.
And wild, doomed love.
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Aurelia


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

Aurelia was face down on the prince’s bed. Her heart was threatening to beat itself right out of her chest. 
Rhydian was naked, golden brown hair a wild mess. He sat down next to her on the bed, eyes calm. Aurelia didn’t resist as he carefully rolled her on to her back. Helping her to lift her hips, he pulled up her pants and fastened her belt. His hands trembled a little. She watched him, mouth dry, sweat still damp on her forehead. She was still wearing her cloak. Her hand reached into her shirt. Eventually, Aurelia pulled out her pendant by the chain, holding it up. 
“Take it off,” she whispered.
Rhydian closed his fist around it. With a jerk, the chain snapped. Aurelia hissed as the metal bit her skin, but it was a hiss of relief. Rhydian held it up, staring at it with wide eyes, Aurelia’s gaze on his face. 
“Get rid of it.”
Without hesitating, Rhydian flung it into the fireplace. He turned back. Their eyes met.
With a gentle smile, Rhydian leaned over to kiss Aurelia’s forehead. Pushing himself off the bed, he turned and padded on bare feet to the fireplace. He picked up a goblet from the table, offering it to Aurelia. She shook her head, eyes wide. The prince toasted the room before placing the goblet back on the table. Still naked, he sat down in the armchair beside the dying fire. The warm glow painted him in warm tones, red and gold. Wordlessly, he held out his arms.
Aurelia sat up as if in some dream that she must see through and slid to the edge of the bed. Her boots met the floor. She hesitated a long while before standing. She crossed to Rhydian with careful footsteps. It was as if everything beyond the quiet chamber, beyond the door, beyond condensation on the glass from their lovemaking, ceased to exist. 
When Aurelia finally reached him, she sat down sideways on his lap, legs draped over his thighs. His arms went around her and he pulled her tight. As their foreheads touched, gold and dark hair mingled. Rhydian was the first to break the silence. 
“I love you.”
Aurelia cleared her throat. Her voice was hoarse. “I don’t know why.”
“Because you are the only one doing what is necessary.” He kissed her hair as she turned her face away. “For your people.” He shifted slightly and slipped a hand in between them. Aurelia stiffened, pulling away, but he held her close.
“Aurelia, I know this will help my people, too.”
Shifting again, Rhydian held up his hand. 
He held the crystal dagger between them. Its wicked, sheared off point glinted with green flashes.
“This is my father’s curse. My family. My blood. I’m going to be alright.”
Aurelia shook her head, shivering, and a sob escaped her. Taking a deep breath, the prince dropped his other hand from her back. He grabbed her right hand, and raising it up, he pressed the dagger against her palm. As if of their own will, her fingers curled around the yellow gold of its rough hilt.
“It’s alright, my love,” he whispered. Still holding Aurelia’s hand, Rhydian kissed her wrist. His lips lingered on her wild pulse.
Aurelia stared at him, eyes wide, the room taking on the surreal luster of her tears. Rhydian, his face calm, kissed her lips gently before resting back against the chair. He shifted the angle of his head, baring his throat.
Rhydian closed his eyes.
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Fox


Year 367
Aneirin Castle

An ear-splitting crack rolled across the sky, along with a deep rumble, which had heaved through the earth below. A wave of powerful energy was spreading out in all directions, the change in air pressure popping his ears. 
Fox retched, spitting blood, nearly choking. He was on his hands and knees, still in the courtyard below the prince’s tower. Jessikah was unconscious nearby; a grubby pile of fabric and limbs on the cobbles.
He sat back on his knees and grabbed his throat, reassuring himself that the events inside the tower above hadn’t affected him down here in the yard. With relief, he realised that the blood was definitely from the inside of his mouth. Not a gush of blood from the outside, like the deep gash that Aurelia had made across Rhydian’s throat. 
As the painful sensations faded from his skin, Fox closed his eyes, his head slumped forward, lungs fighting for air.
Aurelia, I’m sorry. 
You will carry the weight of that always; trust me, I should know.
For a wild moment, an echo from his past was a heavy weight holding him down, choking him with longing. As the crack had rolled across the heavens, his consciousness had been pulled away from Aneirin. Far to the north, in a place he’d never return to, a tender heart had brushed against his own, like silky blonde hair trailing over his lips. 
No. 
Focus.
He shook the echoes away, blinking rapidly, trying to clear his vision of images and feelings that threatened to swallow his icy reserve.
Aurelia.
I must be here with Aurelia.
Faint illumination flickered in the corner of his blurred vision, and Fox glanced up. Lights were appearing in the castle windows, even if they were few and far between. Whoever was left in Aneirin, people, staff or guards, they were waking up. The noise that had rolled across the sky was loud and far-reaching. There were no guards rushing out yet, strange as that seemed.
Tasting the air, Fox curled his lip at the bitter, sulphurous tang. It was time to go.
Fox pushed himself up, glad that Jessikah was still passed out, unable to hear his groan. He staggered up the steps, towards the castle doors, feeling another pain inside his chest blooming.
It wasn’t pain from the angry stinging of the curse. That was fading. It was the ache of regret, on knowing Aurelia was a pawn being handled so badly in all of this. She deserved so much more. 
As he reached for the great doors of the hall, they were yanked open from inside. 
It was Aurelia, sword in hand.
Her face was covered with a gruesome spray of blood, her eyes blank with shock. 
Fox tried to speak, his words coming out as a bloody gasp, but it didn’t matter. 
Aurelia, wild and unseeing, swung up the hilt of her sword and smashed it into his face. He was too unguarded, taken aback and weakened to do anything at all but take the blow as it was intended. To maim, to harm, to clear the way for her escape, lost to terror as she was for what she had done.
Red sparks burst across his vision as the heavy blow landed.
Blinding pain lanced through his head, and he hit the ground hard.
And through the agony, Fox experienced a moment of lurching uncertainty. Was he wrong? His choices had led him here, right to this gods-forsaken moment. There was a fleeting moment to wonder how life might have been different. What would life had been like if he had never kept a shadow by his side? If his quest for revenge might have been better spent on life somewhere, secure within the arms of the one he loved? 
Instead of wrapped tightly in the arms of his own wrath? 
As Fox passed into unconsciousness, deep within his mind, a young girl skipped across a vast cave. Ink glittered on her fingertips, and she smiled at the dreams and wonder that each day revealed to her afresh.
Aurelia.
I’m sorry.






  
  EPILOGUE


Buttresses

“Some trees have an ingenious system of supporting themselves as they reach ever higher for the life giving energy from above. Their lower trunks flare and widen into a fanned a root structure, adding to their steadfast hold on the forest floor. What an intelligent design. It could be of great use to the two-trunked individuals amongst us who are unable to find their own connection to the earth.” 
Taken from ‘Plant Lore on the Continent of Beinacoilia’ by Hypatia Carter, commissioned for the Library of Seers.
Added underneath in an expressive scrawl:
‘My dear wife, do you refer to our sons? One in particular? I fear letting him go out into the world on his own, as his magical earth connection might never form.
x Illarion’






  
  Cas


Year 367
Aneirin Farmlands

Cas sat slumped in the middle of the dusty road, staring without comprehension at the rising sun.  
The smell of manure wafting towards him on the breeze was sickeningly familiar. One moment, he was enjoying the night air, his horse taking them north at an easy pace. Now he was blinking at the sun, on his arse, in the road. Admittedly, it was a beautiful sight, the gold light spilling across the forest to the far east of the Aneirin valley, rolling hills and endless seas of tall grass. But the smell of old animal manure spoilt it, a sour tang on the breeze.
Examining where he sat, Cas blinked in confusion. His satchel was crumpled on the road next to his boots, the green marble pestle poking out from the leather flap. His horse was nowhere to be seen, in any direction of the road, or even in the fields of undulating waist high grasses. 
He winced. A fresh pain above his ear had pulsed when turning his head to check where the beast had gone. Gingerly, Cas reached up, touching what felt like a lump, and grimaced when his fingertips came away with blood.
“Good grief,” Cas muttered, raising his head. He stared along the road, trying to remember. The sigh of the breeze through the untended, wild fields was the only sound.
Slowing his breath, Cas sent a soothing flow of energy to his bruised flesh, willing the bloody wound to close. He swore.
His magic had… changed. Instead of just the deep well magic shared with him by the king, Cas now had an extra current of… what? A wave of dizziness passed over him. He had now words for what he felt, and he was desperate to find out what had happened. There was simply too much at stake.
Cas slumped backwards, laying flat on the road, small rocks pressing sharply into the back of his head. Ignoring the dirt that covered him from head to toe, Cas closed his eyes and sank down into his subconscious mind. The new layer of power was clearly visible. It was like a dark thread, not quite mixing in with the fresh power from the king. A flash of light came to mind, the sound of lightning cracking across the valley, and the earth tumbling below.
Cas opened his eyes.
Holy shit.
The curse…
It was breaking apart!
Everything came back in a sickening rush.

      [image: image-placeholder]Cas had been riding contentedly, the road dim, but his eyesight was good enough for himself and his horse. His satchel was packed. He had the magic he required to travel safely all the way north to the City of the Seers. He had been relieved to be getting out of Aneirin. Plus, he had helped a boy with his demons along the way.
Eyes bright with contentment, Cas had just crested a low rise through the most northern part of the farmlands, when the back of his neck had tingled. Reining in his horse, Cas patted the animal’s neck. The placid beast had been eager to keep moving, but Cas kept it where it was. 
Turning back on the horse, Cas could just make out the steep town of Aneirin, tiny pinpoints of light spiralling along the terraces. And the giant fortress above the town was a dark shape in the night, clinging to the side of the jagged mountains like it had grown out of the rocks themselves. Wispy clouds were gathering above the peaks, and the hairs on his arms had risen under his cloak. 
He had been staring straight at the town when a magnificently bright light had bloomed from the tallest tower, and rolled out like a shimmering green wave across the valley in all directions. The sound of thunder rolled after it. There had been a jarring, echoing wave under his horse’s hooves, expanding like rings in a pond but with earth instead. Staring with his mouth open like a fool, Cas had been knocked off his horse, his satchel with him. The beast had bolted.
The last thing Cas had thought of when he’d hit the ground was that he was an idiot. Realisation dawned as the surge of magic jolted something free within his mind.
Something locked away by the fucking king.

      [image: image-placeholder]Just what the fuck had the king done to him?
Now, following the scent of manure over the low rise, that hellhole of an abandoned farm into view. Cas shook his head. Blowing out a breath, he trudged on.
When he finally made it to the cluster of wooden buildings, Cas ignored the dilapidated farmhouse, instead dropping his bag in the grass by the well. Because he’d only been in this disgusting place recently, he knew the rope and old bucket attached to it were sound. Peering at the rippling surface of the water while he retrieved a fresh bucketful, he snorted fondly, remembering the well at the inn. The one at the farm was still thankfully free of foreign matter.
As the water settled, though, something caught his gaze. At first he laughed, and blinked, but then paused. Cas hauled the bucket up frantically, leaving it swinging by his head, while he leant over the edge of the dusty bricks as far as he could.
“What the fuck?”
Cas straightened up. He reached up to touch his hair, blinking rapidly, and then lent back down over the water. Sending a spark of his mixed power down the well, he smoothed the water further, until the surface shone like glass, the ripples gone. Cas, lit by the morning sun, could see his reflection perfectly.
Eyes on his reflection, Cas’ hand came back up to touch the streak of silver in his hair, right in the centre of his blonde hairline. It hadn’t been there when he’d left the inn. But there was something more important than its unexpected appearance.
It was the exact same silver-grey hair as that of the king.
A hysterical sob escaped his throat. He pushed himself away from the bricks.
“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” Cas chanted, hands over his mouth, the words bubbling out of their own accord.
That was the new mix of power amongst Cas; it was a thread of the king’s power. 
Most likely given unwillingly. 
Cas flung his arms out wide, dancing in shaken glee, kicking at the long grass, whirling in circles.
Whatever had gone on the night before, whoever had cracked open the king’s dark curse, had released more than just the spell that had veiled Aneirin for so long. The curse breaker had released, or unwittingly stolen, some of the king’s power that had been tied to the curse. And Cas, the last person to have mixed magic with the king, had sponged it up like the greedy little leech he was. Why it hadn’t returned to the king, Cas neither knew nor cared. What mattered now was that he had a significantly more powerful flavour of magic that he had ever yet tasted. It was so close to what Cas had been working towards the past few centuries that it was almost unbelievable considering how entirely unexpected it was.
Still whirling around like a bride on her wedding day, Cas laughed and laughed until he collapsed to his knees, the grasses reaching over his head. With one hand over his face, wiping away his tears of mirth, Cas flung a bolt of burning power behind him without looking. The old farmhouse creaked once, and then exploded in a vicious, thick burst of sparks, flames, and a furious rush of air. With the sound of a falling tree exploding in contact with hard ground, the sudden heat of an intense blaze crackled only a few metres away. The air was uncomfortably hot and acrid; he was covered in sharp splinters, but who cared? He had so much magic now. 
Magic to burn.
Potentially, he was able to swan right back inside the castle, find and take what he had come for, and-
Cas threw back his head and laughed until his eyes watered, feeling the glamour drop away completely from his reflective, mismatched eyes. 
Best of all, he could throw away the damned mortar and pestle, as it was unlikely that he’d ever, ever need them again.






  
  The Dreamer


Year 367
The Cave, North of Aneirin

Almost the entirety of the man’s face was covered with a layer of clear crystal flakes.  
They hadn’t yet quite covered his mouth, nose, and closed eyes. Pale blonde hair was almost as translucent as the clear quartz that sparkled over it. The rest of the man’s body, laid out over an outcrop of darker quartz, was encased in a thicker layer of the sparkling mineral. There was some space between the underside of the crystal and his body, allowing the man’s chest to rise and fall.
Lying on his back, one arm was draped across his abdomen, the other by his ear. Apart from the line of worry between his blonde brows, his face was calm. If it weren't for the crystals that covered him like a gleaming shroud, the young man might simply have fallen asleep, perhaps whilst daydreaming of better days.
Dreaming was close to the truth. The man’s consciousness was suspended just beyond wakefulness. The wonders that drifted through his sluggish thoughts were a mixture of memories and flights of fancy, of days not lived but yearned for. He had been this way for a long, long time. In the silence of an abandoned cave, there was nothing to disturb his long sleep.
Except for now.
A fierce burst of magic passed through the dreamer’s crystal bower, many days travel north from Aneirin. 
As the wave of energy rushed by, the cave ignited with a fluorescent turquoise glow. Even as the crest of the wave passed, a remnant of it remained, caught by the quartz crystals that grew from the walls, the ceiling, and parts of the rough floor. And just visible with the slowly fading, pulsing light, a crack appeared across a single clear quartz point, right over the dreamer’s throat.
At first, nothing happened.
But after three shuddering breaths, the man’s eyes opened. He blinked, his eyes unfocused, their deep emerald hue appearing iridescent in the fading glow. Within its shimmering cage, his body made a subtle, almost imperceptible movement.
“Skye?” the dreamer’s voice was hoarse. “Is that y-you?”
With a cascade of brittle snaps, the crack over the man’s throat widened and forked into tiny fractures as he stretched his neck minutely. A grimace passed across his handsome face. His mouth parted slightly, and he carefully licked his lower lip, tasting a remnant of the wild magic that had passed through his cave.
“Is it time to wake? I’ve slept… too long…”
Even as he woke, the blue green shimmer was almost gone, the cave darkening once more.
“No, wait…” more cracks appeared as the man twisted his head slightly further, trying to glimpse sight of the one he loved through the immense crystals that filled the cave. “I’m a-awake... I’m… I’m…”
A voice whispered in his mind, cool and ethereal, not really there at all. 
Sleep and dream, the voice murmured lovingly. Invisible lips brushed his cheek. Sleep and dream, my secret heart.
The dreamer knew the voice wasn’t real, that the voice was just a remnant of the day that he was locked away. But the man’s eyes filled with tears just the same, because to hear it meant he wasn’t quite lost. 
Or was he?
While the man's dreams consumed his mind once again, the voice slowly faded away, mirroring the vanishing light.
Sleep and dream, my love, there is nothing left for you here.
Nothing but an icy, bitter heart.
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  The story continues...


Book Two Available 14th January 2024
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  Nightfall in the Forest of Broken Dreams


Prologue

The weeping child crouched alone in the forest.  
Warm night air caressed his face and tasted of green ferns and wet rocks. Above, there were no stars to be seen through the giant trees. Nearby, just audible over the sighs and whispers of dark green leaves, was the bubble and echoes of a river. And amongst the symphony of the nighttime forest was the sound of something big moving in his direction. 
The little boy wasn’t afraid, but he was sad. He remembered the librarian telling him of a dark night falling upon his family’s kingdom, and the people who lived within.
Wiping his face with damp hands, the boy felt the earth under his bare feet shift with a heavy weight as the big creature moved past him through the trees. The creature stopped and paused. Around them, the forest noises quietened. The little boy held his breath. 
A soft, muffled sound came from the creature. The child let out a slow breath but stayed where he was in the shadows. The creature was digging.
As the boy wiped his face again, he inhaled. There was a fresh scent, something metallic and hot. Words shifted inside his heart and mind; something broke free of the fog inside of him. The gloom of the forest shifted, and the boy gasped.
The creature was a dragon.
The boy blinked away his tears, his vision clearing with each movement of wet eyelashes. Before him, the dragon was impossibly large, its scales a shimmering ripple of radiance that shifted and changed to colours the boy could not name. It was like rainbows had come together to animate a creature made of glass and shifting lights.
Dragon, the boy mouthed silently. And with the word came a heart-wrenching pang of guilt. The boy winced. He didn’t understand why.
Despite the deep shadows of the night above, the forest was growing lighter. A soft mist was forming where the figure was digging. He took a tentative step forward. 
The little boy jerked his hands to his mouth to muffle a scream of surprise.
Like a popping cork from some unearthly bottle of mead, a column of green light had burst forth from the ground at the dragon’s claws. The bright column, like crystallised light, seared up out of the earth, through the canopy above towards the midnight sky. The boy’s surprise turned to a sigh of wonder. He could see shapes within the light, like the treasure from his favourite stories: jewels and emeralds and fairies and stars and gold. 
As the light shone brighter and brighter, the shining dragon paused its digging. With its great claws dripping dirt, it turned to the little boy, and the earth shuddered as it reared up on its hind legs. Its great size was revealed to the child, and the boy trembled in awe. In a slow pageant of strange shapes, shadows and reflections, the glowing green column of light silhouetted the beautiful, rainbow-filled creature. The boy tilted his head up, up, and up, to meet a pair of large metallic eyes.
‘Go back.’ 
The voice rang like a bronze gong in the little boy’s mind. 
The child felt dizzy as his eyes struggled to make sense of the shapes in the column of light, and the great shining gaze of the dragon upon him. Light was expanding and glittering in an iridescent green fog of rippling energy. The earth trembled.
‘Go back. The sun has risen. The son must live. Go back.’
The voice sounded again, this time echoing in the child’s bones.
The child stepped back in alarm, coming up against something behind him. He cried out, but then another voice, a woman’s voice, drifted past him from behind. 
‘Go back, Rhydian.’ 
Her voice was a soft whisper in his ear compared to the dragon’s startling words. The words wavered around him like moth wings fluttering, not quite landing on his skin.
‘Rhydian, she is coming.’
Firm hands clasped his shoulders, and the chilled touch caused a fission of shock to ripple down his spine. Accompanied by the scent of dried flowers and strange spices, the woman bent her head close to his, luminous pearlescent hair falling like a curtain around them.
‘Go back, Rhydian. She is coming.’
The child sunk to his knees in the soft moss. 
‘I can’t leave,’ he sobbed, clawing at the rumbling ground, tears dropping onto the lush forest floor. ‘I must stay, I must make amends...’ What for? The little boy didn’t know. He only knew that he must.
‘You can if you go back,’ the feminine voice called from somewhere amongst the trees. ‘Please child, go back.’
With sticky, dirty hands, the boy continued to dig, searching for the same green light that was pulsing behind the looming dragon. But as much as the child scrabbled at the earth, no light burst forth for him. Crying out in frustration, he pressed his face into the trembling earth, a roaring in his ears. It felt like his mind was coming apart. 
Behind the great shimmering dragon, the emerald column of light suddenly fractured into glowing green embers, spiralling about on a violent wind. The boy’s consciousness faded even as the light expanded, like a green sun through the nighttime forest. 
Words spoken in the endless light made it to him before his mind collapsed upon itself. The little boy wasn’t sure if it was the woman or the dragon.
‘You must find a way to stop her, and him too.’
Pain choked him, and his throat felt strange, hot and cold all at once. 
Who? he tried to say, but his voice wouldn’t come. The pain in his throat grew worse as the surrounding forest faded. Right before the blackness enveloped him completely, the woman’s ethereal voice came again before the world went dark.
‘Go back…’
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  And later...


Book Three expected late 2024
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  The Continent of Beinacoilia



Aneirin: The Human Kingdom of Beinacoilia. The city and castle are built into the red-stoned mountains. The farmlands at the base of the mountains follow the curve of the valley. Aneirin is surrounded north, east and south by forest.
Baile Fuar: A quarry town. The bulk of the stone for the City of the Seers comes from here. The townsfolk are a mixture of Humans and Elves and are, in general, suspicious of outsiders.
Baile Mara: The City on the Sea, east of Aneirin. This city is thought to be completely lost beneath the waves.
Lolihud: The cave city of southern Beinacoilia, where most Elves live. The caves are built in and alongside the icy mountain ranges. Dragons used to visit close by to exchange their magic for the crystals that the Elves mine. The dragons have mostly disappeared, but the Elves persist, stockpiling them in case they return. Magic amongst the Elves is fading. The name is derived from the old language, roughly translating to ‘magic candy’.
Mionlach: The Dragon homeland in the northern part of Beinacoilia. It is the warmest location on the continent due to volcanic activity.
The City of the Seers: Sister city to Baile Mara. This city was built to house scholars and record their works. It was also built to house dragons, so the scale of this city is impressive. This city was the meeting place of the Council, consisting of Humans, Elves and Dragons. It is now in ruins.
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