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Wild’s Scar

 

By Saria Bryant

Elemental Thrones: Book Two

 

Vesryn Rydel has a new Fate string—a magical bond tying him to his soulmate. Unfortunately it’s to a fae who lost all memory of his name to the human who enslaved him. He gives himself the name Fey: Fated to die.

Neither want a Fate bond—Vesryn because he is a guard to the heir of the Sun Throne, and Fey because he must venture north to seal the veil between realms that ripped open with his return.

On their journey through the Wound—the barren, magic-void, lifeless wasteland that tore across the center of their continent—they must learn to trust each other and accept the memories of their past selves in order to restore both the Wild Throne and balance to their world.

Packed full of magic and mystery, Wild’s Scar is the stunning sequel to Shadow’s Wound.


To Tana, my cat of nearly twenty-one years, who was lost in the middle of writing this—the silence is too loud without you.


Chapter 1

 

 

FUCKING FATE bonds.

He was too old to deal with one appearing on him.

Vesryn was over six hundred years old, and he’d served the royal family for more than five of those centuries. He’d taken countless lovers through the years and had even bedded Prince Callith—now King Callith—on numerous occasions, but he’d never found someone he wanted to share the rest of his life with.

Vesryn was content with his role in the kingdom, and he was thankful his only duty was to protect Synne. If he had the weight of the kingdom on his shoulders, they’d likely all be dead from a civil war.

He couldn’t help flexing his fingers, staring at the shimmering red thread that stretched up to a higher floor. He couldn’t feel it, but his finger insisted there was a hint of a tingling sensation, as if it were on the verge of falling asleep.

“Vesryn?”

He glanced at Synne, returning her raised eyebrow with one of his own. “Yes, Princess?” He restrained a smile when she wrinkled her nose at him.

“Are you ill?”

He couldn’t quite fight back his scowl. “No,” he said, but her brow twitched higher in a familiar expression of disbelief.

“You should get some rest.”

Vesryn started to say he was fine, but the threat of a pang beneath his ribs stayed his tongue. He was well accustomed to the discomfort that came with lying, but it was still never pleasant. The worse the lie, the deeper and sharper the ache. Truth be told, he did need rest. He hadn’t been sleeping well, kept awake at night by the thread on his finger. Since Synne could be far more stubborn than her older brother when she chose, he swept a low bow and stepped back.

“As you wish.” He turned and motioned for two other guards to move in and take his place. Then he headed out of the throne room and stopped by Duaia’s office, surprised to find her at her desk for once.

He rapped his knuckles against the door to get her attention before stepping inside. “Can you assign someone to Synne for a few days?”

Duaia eyed him in surprise, sitting back and tucking stray wisps of bright red hair behind her ear. “Shouldn’t be a problem. Elwin has been asking for something other than prison duty.”

Elwin was a good choice. He was levelheaded and had the quick reflexes innate to all feline beastkin, and he was part of Callith’s kingsguard. With the king currently out of the city, the kingsguard were spread out to help with the patrols and city guard.

Vesryn nodded his thanks and stepped back, escaping before she could try to pry and stubbornly ignoring the twinge of guilt. He might be centuries older than Duaia, but as the only sorceress on this side of the Wound, he knew better than to catch her attention. She could be as ruthless as Synne when it came to protecting her own, even if it meant berating someone until they wept.

With the sudden lack of immediate responsibility, exhaustion pressed in on him. He intended to go to his room, shower, and try to sleep. Instead, he found himself following the Fate string and stopped outside the closed door of the fae’s room.

This was a terrible idea. What could Fate possibly want with Vesryn, an elf with a fractured magical core? He had no talent for the sun magic most elves were gifted with. The only magic he had ever been able to control was fire, but he couldn’t even start a fire with condensed sunlight. No, the fire had to already exist; then he could call on the flames and manipulate them. And only natural flames answered to him. He’d been of no help at all when the Black Sun set fires to their granary and the library and the temple, the alchemical-borne flames tearing through everything far quicker than a natural fire.

He may have been one of the most skilled with a blade, but he paled against the warriors who’d been lost in the war. Surely there were others who could offer more.

He lowered his hand and turned away.

If he was to speak to the fae for the first time, he’d need honey.


Chapter 2

 

 

FLESH WAS a prison.

The sense of time he’d lost during the three centuries when his essence was trapped in the ley lines returned to suffocate him now.

Every moment was filled with the swirl of air in his lungs, the pulse of blood in his veins, the rough clothes chafing his skin, the sharp bite of itches in his wings. Even the blissful taste of honey bordered on too sweet, the thick substance lingering on the back of his tongue long after he’d eaten it.

The only relief was the slow, steady pulse of the ylren tree around him. It was old, far older than him, the deep, lingering pool of fae magic in its roots a balm against his senses. The sweetness of its blossoms was as nostalgic as it was a painful reminder of everything lost because of him. Because of one moment of weakness.

He didn’t have the excuse of youthful folly either. He’d known the risks, knew humans were rarely trustworthy, even before they stole the throne. Even when they’d had only the ability to work basic magics, they were disturbingly greedy for more.

Not that fae were better, but at least with fae, it was expected that the glint of silver was a dagger and not a coin or trinket. Fae were masters at twisting words and meanings, but the human ability to lie was as fascinating as it was dangerous, especially when they could lie even to themselves.

As much as he might want to stay here, he didn’t belong. Elves may be descended from the first fae to tame this realm, but they weren’t his people. He had no people in this realm, and after what he’d wrought here, he may well be executed if he tried to cross into the fae realm.

Except he had to restore the balance first.

Already the ley lines were in flux without him restraining the wild magic. With the last piece of the throne completely destroyed, the thin connection holding the balance of elements in check, the connection that Draekor had manipulated and violated, was broken. Wild magic would overcome the other elements, return them to chaos, and tear this realm apart, reducing it to the land ravaged by violent storms and noxious air it had been before his ancestors tamed it. Before the Second Daughter of the Queen of the Wild Court stepped through the veil and separated the threads of magic into their elements, grounding them in their respective Thrones—Light, Frost, Sea, Nature, Air, and Wild.

Humans called it Shadow when they stole his family’s throne, but his people called it Wild. The shadows might have been part of that, but he’d ensured the humans never learned to tap into the creation magics, or the ability to reshape the realm. To call on the earth to form mountains or valleys, or for the skies to flood the land, or the deep, hot pools of liquid rock to burst free of the confines of the earth, or to ask the seasons to change before their time.

Shadows were the weakest essence of wild magic. A cloak or a shroud, or the ability to step across a great distance. Even still, the humans had turned them into a formidable weapon, and they would have discovered their ability to harness all the Wilds if he hadn’t stopped them. But even that came with a price, and he saw the consequences of his choice every time he looked past the city walls and into the Wound—the barren, magic-void, lifeless wasteland that had ripped across the center of the continent when Sorren sacrificed him.

If there was to be any hope of healing the land, the Wild Throne had to be restored and placed on the largest ley line of the realm, but he had no idea how to do that. There had only ever been one Wild Throne created, long before his birth, and the humans had tainted it, filled it with shadows, before the Sun King destroyed the last piece of it.

He brushed his fingers against the delicate petals of a ylren blossom before turning and sitting on the window seat. This was his mistake, his responsibility. He was fae, a descendant of Lilithani, Queen of the Wild Court. He was—

He was….

What was his name?

He could remember everything that Draekor had done to him, everything Draekor’s ancestors had forced him to do, but everything before he gave his name to a human was a blur, and even his name wouldn’t reveal itself.

Truth be told, that was a relief. He couldn’t be trusted with it. If he didn’t know his own name, he couldn’t make the same mistake again, and Fate, whoever the Fate was now, seemed intent he do exactly that.

He glanced at the Fate bond wrapped around his little finger, absently rubbing his thumb against the faint shimmer of magic and wondering if it would vanish if he cut off his finger. If it would linger there, as if attached to a phantom limb, or if it would simply attach to the next finger.

Fate usually didn’t meddle in the affairs of fae, but he supposed he deserved this. Maybe it was punishment. If not for being naive enough to give his name to a human and allowing himself to be enslaved by them, then perhaps for staining his hands with the blood of his family. Or maybe because he’d placed that fake Fate bond on Haru and Sorren that ensured the end of Draekor’s bloodline.

He knew what Fate wanted. Or thought he knew.

With the backlash of his resurrection, the veil he’d sealed Ages ago had blown wide open. He could feel some of the tears from here, open wounds where the magic of the fae realm was already seeping back into this one. While that meant restoring life to the ylren trees, it also meant the creatures there could once again roam this one. After so long existing with their absence, this realm was not prepared for that.

The light knock at the door drew his attention from the glimmer of red around his finger. He looked up as the door opened, expecting the usual servant with food and a bit of honey. Instead, it was an elf.

A surprisingly attractive elf, and the elf he was Fate bound to.

He stilled, cursing his wings when they shifted, the faint rustle of feathers loud in the silence.

The elf set a tray of food and a jar of honey down with a bow of his head before stepping back. When the elf opened his mouth after a long moment of silence, he expected a plea for a chance to spend time together, to talk or walk or fuck. Instead, the elf said, “I’m sorry—”

“Leave.” The word was out of his mouth before he understood what the elf said, but that didn’t matter. He had no interest in getting to know anyone, elf or otherwise. Even if he remembered, he certainly never intended to grant his name to another soul of this realm, so the Fate bond between them could never amount to anything more than an unfulfilled promise.

The elf flinched as if struck, but he didn’t protest. Merely dipped into a polite bow and backed out of the room.

He waited several long moments to ensure no one else entered before standing from his perch in the window. He surveyed the tray, recognizing most of the fresh fruits as ones originating from the fae realm. The news that some of this city’s crops had changed in the days before Draekor’s attempted coup wasn’t surprising; he’d been losing his grasp on his own essence at that point, and his fae magic had seeped out where it could.

He picked up one of the red fruits with soft skin and bit into it, his teeth easily ripping through the flesh. He’d forgotten what eating was like, but he was sure it had never been so tedious before. After three hundred years stuck as an entity of magic while the raw power of the ley lines slowly burned and ripped his essence to pieces, he’d forgotten most everything of having a corporeal form.

He licked a trickle of sweet juice from his wrist, savoring the subtle flavors as he methodically ate through the food provided, saving the small jar of honey for last. He dipped his finger into the golden substance and licked it clean, then vanished the jar from this plane into his hollow with the others. His personal holding space was empty aside from the jars of honey and some scattered seeds from the fruits he’d eaten.

He wasn’t sure how long he would stay here, but he intended to have a sizable collection of honey to sustain him when he left.

For now, he needed a name.

Aster was a whisper in the back of his mind, but that name wasn’t his. Aster had died long before he took possession of the human’s body, his essence swallowed by the fragment of Draekor that had survived in his descendant’s bloodline.

He’d underestimated Draekor’s will to survive when he’d orchestrated Sorren’s death; he hadn’t thought to eliminate distant relatives as well. But there’d be no more coming back now; he’d made sure to destroy the last of Draekor’s essence when he took this body for his own.

He moved to the large balcony and hopped onto the railing, gripping it with his talons before crouching and staring out over the city, wings spread to keep his balance.

The stench of iron and silver from the large building across the river left an acrid burn in his nose, though the people here would likely need it for protection soon enough. The bustle of the people below was a distant chorus of voices, merchants shouting and children laughing. The scent of fresh baked bread and cut herbs and roasting meat drifted on the air.

He was intimately familiar with the heartbeat of this city, but it was different seeing it from above.

He tipped his head back, closing his eyes and letting the sun warm his face. He wanted to take to the skies, but he doubted his wings or magic were strong enough yet to carry him. If he tried now, he’d surely plummet to the ground, and while it might not kill him, it would be painful.

He opened his eyes, staring at the clouds and breathing in the hint of rain. The promise of life.

He might be fae, one with the curse of the raven wings, but he doubted he would live an immortal life.

That would be a suitable name.

Fey. Fated to die.


Chapter 3

 

 

VESRYN STALKED to his rooms, muttering soft curses under his breath the entire way. He’d known nothing would come of speaking with the fae. He had no desire to leave his home, and a fae would have no reason to stay. The chance of there being a second crisis to keep them both in the city so soon after the first was too much to hope for.

No, whatever Fate was scheming, it would surely take him far away from here.

Fate bonded to a fae.

What few myths and stories they had always painted the fae as solitary or cruel or mysterious creatures. They had powerful magic, allowing them to control others simply by knowing their name. And they were more likely to stab someone than to help. Why would Fate create a bond between anyone and a fae?

He barely refrained from slamming his door shut before tossing his sword onto his sofa. He jerked his tunic off and paced the length of the room, stuffing the tunic into a ball before throwing it into a corner. He was more irritated than he should have been. It should have been a relief to know the fae also had no interest in the bond between them. It was a relief. Except that did nothing to remove the Fate string binding them.

Even if they both refused it, Fate wouldn’t let them go.

He braced his arms against the wall, hanging his head between them and breathing.

What in darkness was he supposed to do? He never asked for this. He was comfortable with his life here.

He ignored the pang in his chest as he pushed away from the wall and stripped off the rest of his clothes on the way to the shower. Maybe it would have been easier to ignore the bond if the fae had been hideous, but even Rashi’s descriptions paled against the brief glimpse Vesryn had gotten. Vibrant violet eyes and short hair the color of a sunset spilling over the Wound. Large black wings long enough to brush the floor. None of their legends mentioned fae having wings, and Vesryn wondered if they were rare or special.

The fae was certainly one of the strangest creatures Vesryn had ever seen, but he could understand Rashi’s fascination. At least until the fae spoke.

He may have been used to Synne dismissing him as overbearing, but the fae didn’t even know him. It shouldn’t irritate him, but it did.

He blew out a harsh breath and finished his shower. It was far too early to sleep, but he collapsed onto his bed anyway and tried to ignore the pit forming in his stomach. He was tempted to seek out Julius, but he hated the thought of bothering the Seer when he usually had far more important things to deal with. Though with Callith out of immediate reach, maybe Julius was finally getting some well-deserved rest.

Rolling over, he smashed his face into his pillow to muffle his groan.

After several long minutes, he gave up trying to suffocate himself to sleep and rolled out of bed. He refused to dwell on something that he had no power to change, at least not without consequences worse than leaving his home. Except, came a whisper at the back of his mind, had this ever truly felt like home?

He ignored that thought and pulled on a pair of trousers, a loose cotton shirt, and his boots. He combed his hair and tied it into a short tail at the back of his neck. Then he snatched his sword on his way out of the room.

When he reached the stables, he grabbed one of the horses. If he couldn’t sleep, he would do the next best thing: go to the barracks and earn some coin.

The ride through the city was peaceful enough. No ominous markings of Black Suns smeared with blood, no fires, not even the yowling of cats fighting in an alley. The crash of waves against the shore reached him before he saw the barracks, the familiar sound soothing some of the restlessness crawling through his veins.

He breathed in the stronger tang of sea air as he dismounted, resisting the urge to peel his boots off and wiggle his toes in the sand. He handed the horse off to a page and headed inside instead.

It was still early enough the main floor was almost empty, but he spotted Zaos’ familiar dark hair in the corner, his feet stretched out along the bench seat with a book and a bottle of good liquor.

Zaos would make a far better and safer distraction than gambling, so Vesryn made his way over. “What is it this time, a steamy romance?” he asked, sliding into the opposite seat with a forced grin. Perhaps if he feigned normalcy, he could ignore the anger and helplessness trying to eat him from the inside out.

Zaos pointed an accusing finger at him without looking up. “I know you read the one with the siren and the wolf beastkin.”

Vesryn shrugged and didn’t try to deny it. Zaos knew him far too well for him to even try. They were the same age and had grown up together, though where Vesryn lacked any true magical capacity, Zaos was one of the few remaining battlemages who had survived the war. His skill and power were rivaled only by Duaia, and Vesryn wouldn’t want to bet against either of them in a true fight.

He reached for the bottle, shocked to see it was ylren blossom wine. Considering the last couple of weeks were the first time the trees had blossomed in three Ages, the bottle was priceless. Then again, Zaos was pragmatic in the extreme. Now that the ylren trees were blooming again, there would be more wine on the market soon.

“How much did you sell a taste to the winemakers for?”

“What do you take me for?”

Vesryn raised an eyebrow and didn’t waste his breath answering.

Zaos finally looked up from his page with narrowed eyes before smirking. “A bottle from the first two batches.”

“Only two?”

“From each winemaker.”

Almost a dozen bottles, then. Vesryn shook his head with a soft laugh and picked up Zaos’ glass, tilting it in question. When Zaos flicked his fingers, he took a sip, closing his eyes with a soft hum. The subtle floral sweetness tasted like spring lightning storms and sunshine-soaked honey. He couldn’t help but think a fae would like it. He took a bigger sip, and when he opened his eyes, he found Zaos watching him with a concerned smile.

“There a reason you’re drinking while the sun is still high?”

Vesryn caught a drop of wine on the glass with his lip. Zaos knew him too well to believe a half truth, but he hadn’t told anyone of his Fate string. He knew Haru had seen it when he’d confirmed all the threads that had connected Callith’s inner circle had vanished, but as far as he knew, the dragon hadn’t spoken a word of it either.

He swallowed the last bit of wine in the glass before setting it down. “I have a Fate string.”

Zaos’ raised eyebrows were the only indication of his surprise. “When did that happen?”

Vesryn slumped in his seat. “The same time the fae appeared.”

Zaos dropped his feet to the floor as he sat up with a hissed curse. He pushed his book to the side of the table. The cover was a dark crimson with strange symbols like the Magic Speakers of Ages past preferred to use. Not a steamy romance, then.

When he dragged his gaze back to Zaos, he saw all the fears he refused to acknowledge reflected back at him. Thankfully, Zaos didn’t speak any of them aloud. Instead, he stoppered the bottle and slid out of his seat.

“I think we need something stronger.”

Vesryn wasn’t about to argue that. He slid across the bench until he could stretch his legs out on it, letting his head thunk against the wall as he dragged his tongue across the lingering taste of wine on his lower lip.

As Duaia’s second in command, Zaos could have had a room in the palace, but he chose to live here since he usually handled scheduling the rotations of patrols and gate duties, while Duaia focused on keeping the palace secure. It meant dealing with the crowds of younger guards whenever Vesryn sought Zaos out, but it also meant that Zaos tended to have a nice stash of alcohol when he confiscated it to keep people from teetering over the line from drunk to belligerent.

He reached for the book and tugged it closer, tracing his finger over the gold symbols before flipping it open, already knowing what he was likely to find. A few times a century, Zaos got it into his head that he could find a cure for the fissures in Vesryn’s core, if he only looked hard enough. Vesryn wasn’t the only elf unable to use magic well, but it wasn’t common enough to dedicate resources to. Not when those resources were needed to ensure their survival.

Vesryn kept telling him not to worry about it. He was in his sixth century now. He wasn’t sure what he’d even do with magic at this point, and he knew better than to admit it aloud, but his core couldn’t be fixed with a simple spell. Other elves with weak or damaged cores could still access their sun magic, enough for simple warming or light spells, but Vesryn was the only elf he knew of who couldn’t even sense the sun’s blessing.

Zaos would go mad without a problem to solve, though, so Vesryn never offered more than token protest when he came back around to researching again.

He flipped through the pages, not even pretending to understand the diagrams, but they held his attention until Zaos returned and set a large bottle on the table. The color and label gave him pause. The bottle was solid black to block any light from damaging its contents, with a design of seaweed wrapped around it.

“Siren brew?” They were notorious for fermenting seaweed into a liquor strong enough to put a dwarf on their ass. Vesryn had tried it once. He didn’t remember a single thing from that night.

Zaos shrugged and set a second glass on the table before settling across from him. “Seemed appropriate,” he said, pulling the cork out and pouring a generous amount into both glasses. The liquid was a deep, dark green that bubbled. He put the cork back into place, then lifted his glass with a wink. “May the sunrise have mercy on our eyes.”

Vesryn snorted softly before echoing the plea.

The first sip was like swallowing seawater. He choked on it, pinching his nose, though it did nothing for the burn making his eyes sting. Then the taste cleared into an almost pleasant earthy flavor. “Fuck,” he hissed, turning a blurry glare on Zaos when he laughed. “I prefer the wine.”

Zaos snickered. “I don’t want to deal with you when you’re wine drunk.”

He felt his lips twist into a pout. “Why not?”

“You get handsy.”

“I do not,” he protested, rubbing at the burn in his chest. He wasn’t nearly as bad as Aelin when he got drunk. Callith’s cousin flirted with anyone and everyone when sober, but once he was drunk, he did his best to get into everyone’s pants.

Zaos gave him a knowing look over his glass before taking another sip. Somehow, he didn’t even flinch.

Not to be outdone, Vesryn tossed back the rest of his own and closed his throat until the threat of a coughing fit passed. He stared at his glass as Zaos refilled it. “Oh, we’re getting drunk,” he said. At least he’d already told Duaia not to expect him for a few days.

“Seems like the best idea.” Zaos cleared his throat and sat back in his seat, cradling his glass and absently rubbing his thumb against his little finger. “Have you talked to your new bonded?”

Vesryn sneered and took a large swallow. “I spoke two words before he told me to leave.”

“Did you take honey?”

He turned his sneer on Zaos. “Of course I took honey.” He rubbed the tip of his tongue against the tingling left by the bubbles on the roof of his mouth before taking another sip. The liquor wasn’t too bad after the first taste.

“What’s he look like?”

Vesryn slumped into his seat with an involuntary, wistful sigh, clutching his full glass in both hands as he recalled the fae. Tall and lithe, with warm sable skin. Short summer-sunset hair. Ears a bit longer than an elf’s. Violet eyes and large black raven wings, with the taloned feet to match.

He blinked when he found Zaos smirking at him. “What?”

“Tall, dark, and beautiful. Sounds like your type.”

Vesryn scowled. “You wish you were beautiful,” he muttered, ignoring Zaos’ laughter as he stared at the bubbles forming seafoam at the top of his glass. “If you compare me to Alais—”

“Alais, the great hero of the Third Age. Slayer of a manticore. Tamer of a hippogriff. Friend of the pixies. Brought to her knees by the sorceress Hycis, who said she smelled worse than a drunken dwarf fresh from being shat out of a girallon’s ass.”

Vesryn groaned and drained more liquor. “Please spare me,” he begged, though he knew Zaos was only getting started; ancient history was one of his favorite topics. Vesryn was routinely subjected to long tales, most about battlemages or epic battles of Ages past or magic theory on how the Thrones kept their realm viable for life.

Undeterred, Zaos continued with how Hycis refused to acknowledge their Fate bond. She repeatedly told Alais that she’d let fame and glory go to her head and refused to speak with her until she learned to put down her sword.

“And where did that get her?” Vesryn demanded. When Zaos didn’t answer, he pointed at the two Zaoses across from him. “They were ambushed. Alais didn’t have her sword in reach, and Hycis was taken by surprise and nearly killed.”

“Nearly,” Zaos said, but Vesryn continued as if he hadn’t spoken.

“Hycis called down lightning and fire and destroyed their attackers, but not before Alais lost her hand. If Alais had had her sword, she wouldn’t have been injured.”

“Maybe,” Zaos conceded. “Are you saying you wouldn’t give up your sword?”

Vesryn took another sip, hardly tasting anything beyond a hint of seaweed. “Why should I give up my sword? I’m a guard of the heir.” Even if he became a guard of the fae, he’d need a sword; it wasn’t like he could protect anyone with magic. His fists and feet would work in a pinch, but he preferred to have a blade of some kind.

Zaos propped his cheek on his fist, swirling the liquor in his glass. “Well, then you’ll just have to ask him what it would take to speak to you.”

Vesryn blinked at Zaos. Then blinked quickly a few more times until the three of him returned to one with blurry edges. “That won’t work,” he said, reaching for the bottle when Zaos laughed.

“Why won’t it?”

“Because he won’t talk to me.” How was he supposed to talk to someone who refused to be in the same room with him for more than a few moments?

He hissed as he spilled bubbling green liquid over his fingers, but at least his glass was full again. “I don’t need to talk to him anyway,” he muttered.

“Ah, here we go,” Zaos said and drained his own glass. “Don’t tell me you’re going to refuse the bond.”

“I didn’t ask for it! I don’t want it!” Especially not now, when the Fate bonds of everyone else had vanished. If he’d ever needed proof that Fate cared only for the outcome and that they were all disposable in Her eyes, the Fate bonds disappearing after Aster was defeated was proof enough.

Fate and mate bonds were rare enough that he never resented how many had existed within Callith’s inner circle. If anyone needed help from higher powers, it was the royal family. Vesryn had sworn his loyalty to the Sun Throne a few years after he came of age and never regretted it.

But he did resent the Fate bond now wrapped around his finger. If he was going to leave this city, it should be his choice. Except he’d grown complacent. With the Wound threatening their borders, there’d been no chance to or point in venturing past the city walls, but that couldn’t be used as an excuse now.

“Ves, you know fighting the bond won’t change anything.”

Vesryn glared balefully at the mess of bottles and battlemages in front of him. “Fate can go fuck Herself.”

All four Zaoses chuckled, lifting their glasses in agreement. “She won’t, though. You’ll be the one fucked.”

“Fuck you.”

“Tsk. What would your bonded say?”

“Fuck the fae too,” Vesryn snarled, draining his glass again before slamming it on the table. He reached for a bottle, but there were too many of them, and all of them passed through his fingers.

“I think you’ve had enough,” Zaos said, plucking Vesryn’s glass out of his hand.

“No.”

“You never could hold your liquor.”

Vesryn growled and slapped at Zaos’ hand, trying to get the glass back, but he hit the table instead. “I wanted the wine.”

“You can have the wine later.”

That sounded like a trap; Zaos was never that nice, not even to Vesryn. “Really?”

“Sure. As soon as you go talk to your fae. You can save it to share once you’ve consummated your bond.”

Vesryn snarled and pushed himself upright, grabbing the underside of the table as the room tilted dangerously. “Hope you get dry itch in your asshole.”

“I love you too,” Zaos replied dryly. “Won’t be long before you’re murmuring such sweet nothings to your fae.”

Vesryn scoffed and finally managed to get to his feet, only for the liquor to truly sink its teeth in like the sirens who made it. One step later, everything went black.

 

 

VESRYN WOKE in a strange bed, his head pounding, his eyes burning, and his mouth feeling like an alley cat dragged a rotting rat carcass into it while he slept.

He rolled over with a groan, his stomach twisting in warning. His hand hit the edge of a bucket, and he promptly snatched it closer, right before his stomach emptied itself.

“Ah, the stench of our youth,” Zaos said, far too brightly.

Vesryn groaned and blindly gave him a rude gesture before flopping onto the bed again. He cracked his eyes open when something cold pressed against his cheek. He took the vial of blue liquid and drank it with a grimace. “What happened?” he croaked.

“Before or after you stripped and started dancing naked on the tables?”

Vesryn squinted a glare at Zaos. “That didn’t happen.”

Zaos grinned. “You’ll never know.”

“I despise you.”

“I don’t believe you.” Zaos settled on the other side of the bed despite looking like he’d been up for hours already. He at least had the decency to keep his mouth shut for a long moment, until the potion had enough time to ease the nausea and headache. “So what is your plan?” he finally asked.

Vesryn groaned. “I don’t know.”

“Do you want my advice?”

“Not if it’s to talk to the fae.”

Zaos snorted and rolled over to face him, dark hair spilling into his eyes. “Don’t fight the bond.”

Vesryn already knew that wasn’t a choice. He liked his limbs exactly where they were. “You know I won’t,” he muttered, hating the thread of resentment already forming in his chest. Why Fate thought She had the right to manipulate people like pieces in a game— What good had She ever brought that wouldn’t have been resolved anyway?

The entire mess with Justice and Aster only started because Haru and Rashi ended up in prison, because they’d been following their Fate strings across the Wound. He had to believe Callith and Julius would have found a way to fix things without destroying part of the city.

Zaos flicked his nose, snapping Vesryn out of his spiraling thoughts. “You’ll come back,” he said with conviction.

Vesryn swallowed hard and couldn’t risk agreeing. He wouldn’t be able to bear the pain if it was a lie. “I want to,” he whispered instead.

Zaos nodded and clasped Vesryn’s wrist with a firm squeeze before getting up. “What are your plans for today?”

With another groan, he pulled a pillow over his head. “Staying here.” Zaos laughed and yanked the blankets off, but Vesryn didn’t move. If he didn’t leave the bed or the barracks, he wouldn’t have to deal with the bond or the fae.

“Come on. Let’s go for a ride. You haven’t seen the Wound since the king left, have you?”

Vesryn made a face and tugged the pillow aside enough to look at Zaos. “What happened to the Wound?”

Zaos grinned and tossed a clean shirt at him. “You’ll see.”

Vesryn rolled his eyes, but he pushed himself up. If something was changing in the Wound, he may as well prepare himself for it now.

 

 

GREEN.

That was the only thing that came to mind when they rode past the city gates. What had once been a dreary gray, barren, crumbling, magic-void wasteland was green again. Wild grasses and flowers and a few young saplings stretched out in front of him.

When Callith, Haru, and Rashi first tested combining their magics outside the gates, a small patch of grass and flowers sprouted in a circle around them. Instead of crumbling to dust as usual, the plants thrived. Now they were spreading.

The wasteland of the Wound was still visible a stone’s throw away, but it no longer pressed against the city gates as it tried to claim the only remaining healthy land between it and the sea. Not even a week since the king left and the patch had spread several times over.

“Amazing, isn’t it? Never thought I’d actually live to see this. Afamrail is already drafting where to plant new crops.”

Vesryn slanted a disbelieving look at Zaos. “You thought this would last several Ages?”

Zaos shrugged. “It was only a matter of time before the Wound seeped past the walls and destroyed our crops. We’ve barely had enough to sustain the city the last few years, especially with the rate the humans reproduce. I wasn’t sure we’d even survive another hundred.”

“That’s a depressing thought.”

“You’re the hopeful one.”

Vesryn glanced at the red string on his finger and wondered how hopeful he could possibly be now.

Zaos elbowed him. “Stop looking like the Wound is about to swallow you.” He winced when Vesryn gave him a bland look at how close to the truth that might be. “I need to get to my post at the docks. Take the wine. Share it with your fae.”

He snorted softly. If honey wasn’t enough, he doubted the wine would be. But he would save it as Zaos suggested, even if he never got to drink it.

By the time he returned to the palace, ate, and showered, it was early in the evening. He sank onto the edge of his bed and eyed the wine on his dresser. He wasn’t tired, but he was too restless to settle with a book.

The glimmer of the Fate string caught his eye, and he scowled. Nothing good could come of it, but they would have to come to an understanding sooner or later.

With a groan, he pushed to his feet and grabbed his sword as he strode out of the room, settling it on his hip as he walked. When he reached the fae’s room, he knocked and reached for the handle, but he stopped before opening the door.

The fae had been here long enough to have gotten his bearings by now. Surely he could open the door himself.

He released the handle and waited, though he wasn’t surprised when there was no movement on the other side of the door. He knocked again, and then again several moments later. Finally, he heard a shuffle nearing the door before it cracked open and a vibrant violet eye appeared.

He swallowed hard, sure if he said anything the fae would slam the door in his face. He raised his left hand so the string was in their line of sight. He didn’t miss the flicker of a scowl before the fae focused on him again.

“Please,” Vesryn said softly.

The fae narrowed his eyes and closed the door, but almost immediately flung it open again.

Vesryn blinked at the fae stalking away from him and took a hesitant step inside before nudging the door closed. He watched as the fae sat in the window and drew a leg up, his focus on the brilliant pale gold sunset. The light seemed to make the fae’s hair glow, brightening the copper and deep reds.

He cleared his throat and pulled his attention away from the fae’s hair. “I don’t like this any more than you do,” he said, letting out a soft breath of relief when the fae didn’t tell him to leave. “But we are bonded for a reason.”

“Because Fate thinks They have a right to intervene,” the fae said with a sneer.

At least they had that in common, but the wording gave him pause. “They,” Vesryn repeated with a frown. “Not She?”

The fae flicked his fingers in a clear dismissive gesture. “I don’t know who the Fate is now, and I don’t care. They had no right to put this string on me.”

Vesryn stared for a long moment before deciding Fate’s changing identity was the least of his concerns. “Do you know of a way to remove it?”

The wings rustled, and the fae flexed his fingers before turning his head, focusing an annoyed gaze on Vesryn. “No. You can leave now.”

He bit back a soft snarl of frustration. “Tell me what I have to do for you to speak with me.”

The fae lifted his chin. “Give me your true name.”

Vesryn had faced down assassins, Synne’s temper, and Callith’s grief after losing first his mother and then his father, but none of that compared to the lance of fear at the thought of giving a fae his name. No physical pain or punishment or fear of death could compare to the possibility of losing himself. Fae may have faded from the realm like all the creatures that once haunted the night, but the legends and tales of caution were still very much alive.
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