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Chapter One

	The Right and Best Things

	Zelara

	I watched her out a window where she was down at the archery range. I was angled well enough from my ground-level position in the palace of Lensilia that I could see her regardless of the covering over the top of where people stood to shoot at stationary targets. She was also somewhat in the middle of the space.

	So focused.

	I had that window open, allowing the cool, early spring breeze inside. Along with calming my stuffiness as much as could be done, the breeze also carried her scents over to me more clearly than I would’ve otherwise smelled them from the distance between us.

	Taeryn had changed immensely over the winter. She’d gone up a turn, for one thing, but that seemed so small in comparison to everything else. But another turn was one less on her life should her end occur in a natural way, and that was not a small thing no matter how it seemed.

	We’d all changed, so much. Her most of all though, I thought.

	She’d halted her relationship with Warren. She hadn’t cut it off entirely or with the conscious intention of doing so forever, simply halted it to better figure out how she felt about life and what hers should be. That had taken him a while to figure out—the difference between what he thought and what it was. It had taken him realizing what she was focusing on to see that her decision didn’t have much of anything to do with him past people being at different places in their lives. It had to do with her and what she was focused on.

	Me.

	I’d felt very odd about that, when she’d spoken to me about it right after that first talk on the matter with him shortly after Encaris’ arrival in Lensilia and the massive uproar that had come along with it. Very odd. Despite being able to smell what I could, I’d sort of taken it wrong, at least for a few seconds.

	She’d said, “Everything feels so . . . not right. Like my soul is twisting my stomach into knots constantly. You’re the only thing that feels right in my life. This feels right.”

	I’d smelled the conviction of course, but people could often be convinced of or set on things they would later change their mind on. It had taken me some time, more of it than I’d let her be aware of, for me to get a firmer grasp on it all and take it as fact. It had taken her spending copious amounts of time with Jeris and Cannor, and spending it in the way she did.

	Learning.

	Despite being immensely and startlingly attracted and drawn to Jeris, she’d put it out of her head somehow. For me. For her. For us.

	She wanted to be my Vasa, not a person to temporarily put my blessings on me. 

	She wouldn’t say it directly. I didn’t think she’d dare for a number of reasons. I knew that was what she wanted, though. She’d been trying so hard to learn everything she could, become better, put all nonsense out of her head.

	I’d tried to tell her that her life and feelings were not nonsense, but she’d said, “Something else seems more important right now.”

	She’d spent so much time with the two of them despite previously having no desire to be near either, for different reasons. I’d gone to check in on numerous occasions, analyzing the scents. All aligned with what she said and the decision she’d made. Even when Lerest, Cannor, Jeris, and my father, Ceeran had left to make their way back to Watil . . . she’d not relented in what she was doing.

	A few more Virin had stopped by due to the blue light shooting up in the sky from Lensilia—the summoning of blood. There had been a few close calls of numerous sorts in that regard, but all was fine enough. A few had remained and lingered as my father and his partners had, and a few Vasa had taken Taeryn under their wings as Cannor and Jeris had. Picking up where they’d left off. 

	Sure, quite a few of them were hoping and had hoped to take her under in other ways as well, but . . . she didn’t. Not once, with any of them. She could have.

	She was so focused. I didn’t feel she was happy with it. Not happy. Pleased. Content, in a sense. Not happy. The more time that passed, the more set on it she became.

	I finally feel I’m doing something right. In general, and for myself.

	I didn’t know that anyone could be happy when they were living their life for another person, unequally so, but she remained set that this was the right thing for her. She was set on it and would argue for her and for us with equal intensity whenever required, but she wouldn’t say it directly.

	As I stared at her, I pretended to ignore Ashe entering the room and hopping himself up onto a dresser near me, but I could see him in my peripherals. I’d hardly seen him more than a small handful of occasions over the cycles of waiting. He was avoiding me so much that managing it must’ve been a massive inconvenience for him.

	“So focused.” 

	I nodded. “She is.”

	“Well, you both are,” he said. “Always the ever-watchful Virin, trying protect her Vasa. And you now know what it feels like to lose one, so you’re rather terrified, are you not?” 

	I kept staring out the window, and I shook my head, just barely whispering, “She is not ready for this.” 

	“You do not have the right to say whether she is or isn’t.” 

	I looked to him then. “Don’t I?” 

	“No.” Ashe shook his head. “You do not. She’s survived all this time. And you have us as well.”

	“This is different,” I insisted. “This is so much different. This is not simply trying to move from one place to another. This is far too dangerous for humans.” 

	“And yet you need the humans,” he said. “We will all be better for their presence with us.” 

	I looked away, back out the window, struggling to rein in the tears welling in my eyes. “I am not ready for this.” I despised saying it, but it was true.

	“It does not matter.” Ashe shook his head again. “We are leaving in the morning. Ready or not, here we come.” 

	I wiped at my eyes and looked at him to mouth: I fear we are all going to die if we go out there right now.

	Ashe raised an eyebrow. “Lensilia and any other Elven realm will very shortly be the most dangerous place for you and Xander to be. You’ll be far safer out there than here for now. As soon as we leave, it will begin, and you will not return here until it is safe to do so.”

	I shook my head. “You know that’s not what I said.” 

	“Zelara, did I not make a vow to you many cycles ago?” he asked. “Did I not tell you that, if you followed me, I would not lead you to your death?”

	“Ashe,” I said, trying to keep myself calm, “I am not only speaking of myself.”

	He got down off the dresser and stepped closer. “I shall not let any harm come to any of them, if it is within my power to stop it.” He reached a hand out, touching my face as his golden eyes stared into mine. He just barely said, “I am far too invested.” 

	“Do you believe speaking in circles around me will somehow make me believe something you won’t say?” 

	He remained standing as he was to say, “The shadows have begun their retreat and the light is beginning to stretch.” He then removed his hand and sort of stretched out the muscles in his back. “We should all be glad that winter is over.” He shook his head. “I swore to the Elf King that I would protect our party with my life, and I will do so if required. I am not speaking in circles around you.”

	I didn’t say anything to that.

	“You know you’re missing the big dinner,” he said. “Fine for you, but humans need to eat more often, and you said you’d retrieve her when it was time. And if you want to remain here when this is over, I suggest you get more accustomed to doing ridiculous things others insist you do. I’d say you might have fun, but you’re clearly too concerned to. So I’ll say . . .” Both his eyebrows rose. “Try. For them. Things are often easier when you do them often.”
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	I did go retrieve Taeryn after speaking with Ashe, at his insistence. He was right. Humans needed to eat more often than what I did, and the dinner wasn’t for me anyway. It would be the first time Hale and Lor had ever left Lensilia without sneaking off as well as could be done at whichever time.

	The right way. We were all trying very hard to do things the right way. In our ways.

	Taeryn said, “Is it seriously that time already?” She looked off at the sun beginning to set. “Yes, I suppose it is. I got a bit distracted.”

	“As did I.” I forced a smile at her. “Sorry. I’m sure you’re hungry.” 

	“I didn’t realize.” She shook her head. “But yeah, I am.” 

	I forced the smile a little wider and we went on our way. 

	She’d been eating a lot more recently due to all the energy she was expending on physical conditioning. She’d put on a bit of muscle, which could’ve looked odd on her tiny frame, but it fit well enough somehow. She’d put on enough of it that she’d had to have different clothing made. She couldn’t fit into her old comfortably. 

	A particular female Elf who thought Hale had a nice arse was kind enough to make Taeryn some adventuring clothes similar to what she’d arrived here in. Similar but not exact. They were a smidgen looser and a smidgen more covering, at Taeryn’s request. She’d been very happy with them and had praised that particular Elf so far that, if she’d been traveling upward, she certainly would’ve reached the clouds.

	Taeryn had gotten rather good at kissing arse until her lips were raw and bleeding, when required. That had been some of the most genuine I’d seen from her with it, with the clothing, but she’d still made a far larger deal out of it than she ever would have before.

	It worked rather well, as it so often did with them. It had genuinely pleased that Elf, though. She’d been concerned about not doing a good enough job, and people were often unsure of themselves when doing something new. I liked that one rather well. Not everyone was horrible, but enough were. She had a rather light sense of humor and spirit that the others choked out.

	Taeryn hadn’t even been upset about not fitting into her smaller clothing despite all the huffing before over what it took to remain the size she was. The size she had been. I asked her once if it bothered her.

	She’d said, “I don’t think it looks so bad. Different, but not really bad or anything. I guess it doesn’t matter so much.”

	I’d said, “I don’t believe it looks bad.” It didn’t, but I was worried about her regardless.

	I was worried she was losing herself, not caring about herself. Something. But she seemed pleased in so many regards, and I supposed, as long as she was, I had no place to say anything.
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	Dinner was . . .

	Well, it was what it was. So many people gathered around, chatting, talking about plans. I tried my best to ignore it all. I would’ve, under any other circumstances with this much thought, disregarded any time my name was said. Ashe was right, though. Hale and I had spoken many times about good and exceptional behavior. The best ways to go about each. When which was necessary and when they weren’t.

	So on every occasion Hale thought someone might be leading up to speaking to me, he would squeeze my leg under the table, not at the ticklish spot but right above it and in a way that wouldn’t send me into a rage. I would then listen to enough of what was being said to have something to go on, where on needed to go. I appreciated it, and I would never complain about him touching me. That was easy to manage when never touched in a way you would complain about. I might not have regardless, simply because he could do as much now.

	Taeryn sat at my left side. Leila was just across the table. I thought she would’ve spoken to me more than she did if she hadn’t known how I was feeling. Hale’s sisters had softened to me a bit, but they’d still as a whole rather not speak to me for whatever reasons they had. That didn’t bother me in the slightest.

	Lesera spoke to me several times at dinner. She knew I didn’t particularly want to be spoken to, but she thought it ruder to not. I did like her decently well. Hard not to, when she shared blood with so many people I cared so much about. Loved. And I believed her to be a very good person. She wasn’t my favorite person, and I wasn’t hers, but she was a good one.

	Many farewells were said after dinner. Leila and Lethian we would see immediately before setting off, as agreed upon, so we didn’t get to that with them. I smiled as much as I could manage, spoke as much as I could manage. I tried harder for some than others. 

	That was life.

	I was really quite miserable, so I was glad when Hale pulled me away a little sooner than either of us should’ve gone. He was equally glad and had done as much as soon as it could be managed. He didn’t enjoy certain sorts of fussing, mainly the sort he wasn’t in control of or instigating. We walked to Eres’ room, where Taeryn was still staying at night, and she followed us. Vos met up with us along the way without being asked for, as he did. Always waiting nearby should he be needed, most always alone. Even when not alone, almost seeming as good as.

	Taeryn let herself in and changed into her nightclothes before opening the door for the three of us. We then all stepped inside.

	Taeryn gestured with her hand. “Let’s see.” 

	I pulled my shirt over my head then undid my trousers. I didn’t take them all the way off, but I did pull them down. She walked around me, so focused on the blue blessings swirled beneath my skin.

	“All right.” She nodded. “We’ll do strength tonight. That one seems to be the furthest along. That’s what I thought it would be.” She was pleased with herself—for knowing and being right, for getting more of a grasp on the fluctuating schedule of when my blessings faded.

	I pulled my trousers back up then replaced my shirt. I moved over to the bed and sat down at the edge of it. Taeryn followed me and crawled over, sitting cross-legged. 

	She hesitated in reaching her hand out. Instead of touching me, she gestured to my left forearm. “You need to watch your energy, Zela. I still can’t do two at once yet, and that one must be blue at all times out there. Stop stressing out so badly. We’re all going to be fine.”

	I knew by the scents she was putting off . . . she didn’t believe we would. She was trying so hard. For me. To keep me safe.

	I forced a smile at her and said, “I’ll try very hard.” 

	She nodded and touched my arm, closing her eyes. Approximately a minute passed before her body slackened, if that. She was getting faster. I grabbed hold of her, picking her up before she could fall. As I was moving her, Hale pulled down the blankets. I got her body beneath them and he covered her up, moving away after he had. 

	I knelt down beside the bed and pushed a bit of hair away from her face. I quietly said, “I know you’ve been so wanting to get back out there. You’ll be doing just that in the morning. Let’s go see the world together, so you might find yourself wanting to settle down. Then we’ll never have to worry about this shit again.” I leaned over a bit, kissing her on her forehead. “I’ll take care of you out there. Get some good rest.” 

	I stood.

	Vos said, “Tucking her in like a child.” 

	I wiped at my eyes. “It’s very different from a child.”

	“Not so much.” He shrugged. “Just remember that’s part of what we’re doing out there, getting rid of that curse for the two of you to have children. That’s something to be happy about. Perhaps not the journey but the destination.” 

	“It’s the journey I’m worried about.”

	Vos stepped over to me, and he whispered, “Your shadows are growing, Zelara. You must not let them. Have faith. If not enough in the individuals, then all of us together. Have faith and watch your shadows. We must not allow them to touch us more than they naturally do.” He smiled a little, in a way that was—to my knowledge—rarely seen. And what a shame, when it felt something like stepping up to a fire when you were freezing. On the inside. “Have you ever been so afraid?”

	I shook my head, trying to push down another wave of tears. “I have never had so much to lose.” 

	Vos grabbed my arm and shook it a bit, still whispering to say, “Then be happy. Be happy and remember that none of us are willing to lose it.” He nodded toward the door. “Go on. Enjoy the last use of a bed you’ll have for a while.” 

	Hale took my hand and led me away, with every intention of doing just that. We both knew Vos would take care of Taeryn while we did. 

	I stopped at the door to tell Vos thank you, but he’d distinctly turned his back to me or us and was pretending to stare out the window.

	I analyzed the scents.

	Hale and I left the room.

	I was still unsure on how I felt about fairies as a whole or any singular one of them as individuals. Apart from that one.
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	I laid awake, staring up at the ceiling and running my hands through Hale’s hair as he slept with his head on my chest. More over than through, with how short his hair was. He’d been having it cut just as short here as he would when going outside Lensilia’s borders without as much of a fuss being made as there had previously been.

	“Exceptional behavior has its benefits, I suppose,” he’d said one day. “I wish I’d known it would give me so much more leeway.” 

	He had known. It just hadn’t been worth it. Before.

	I could smell Lor standing outside our door. He’d come to see if we were awake yet, or whether Hale was. He’d then realized by the sounds of breathing and heartbeats that I was but Hale wasn’t and I believed was giving me time to make myself decent. 

	I was as decent as I was going to be for now. I wasn’t waking Hale up, and there was at least a blanket between his head and my chest, covering it. The rest of me from there down was covered by the blanket as well, so it was fine enough with no one else entering the room.

	Lor opened the door as quietly as he could, which was very quietly. He had enough practice sneaking around, especially inside the palace, but Elven were naturally very quiet. Unless they had a personality that made them speak often. I had seen a few clumsy ones as well. A few. I’d also seen a few more than get clumsy when they supposedly otherwise weren’t. Lor’s youngest brother Larin had the tendency to bump or full-on run into things on occasion. I’d been told it wasn’t at all typical for him and only happened when I could catch it.

	Rather than sitting on a chair in the room, Lor sat himself down at the edge of the bed. He spent a rather long moment staring at the two of us, smiling and just barely shaking his head. He then gestured at the ring on my finger, the large stone that held part of Hale’s soul. It was currently stirring slightly, as it had been all night.

	“Is he all right?” Lor whispered.

	“As all right as any of us who have any sense can currently be,” I replied, just as quietly. I raised an eyebrow. “Couldn’t sleep?”

	He shook his head. “You clearly couldn’t either.”

	I shook mine. “You should have.”

	“I know.” He nodded. “But you should have as well.” 

	I nodded too because I knew I should have. “I know you were hoping for him. That’s my fault. I kept him awake longer than I likely should have, but I figured he would be more likely to fall asleep that way.”

	“I’m sure you’re right about that.” Lor smiled a bit again. “He’s going to be rather frustrated at you for not.”

	“He’ll get over it,” I said.

	He spent another rather long moment staring at the two of us, mostly Hale. He then gestured at him. “This makes me happy.”

	“I know. I can smell it.” 

	“I know you can.” He nodded. “I just . . . I hope I get this one day.” 

	“You will,” I said assuredly. “Or something close enough to make you happy for yourself rather than us.” 

	“I’ll always be happy for you.” The smile stretched on his face once more, stopping at the farthest point it currently seemed able to reach. It wasn’t very far. It faded. “Zelara, I promised you that we were going to get the curse straightened out. We will, and we’re going to be fine. The three of us always, right?” 

	I wiped at my eyes and nodded again.

	Hale stirred, taking in a deep breath and sort of jolting. He somewhat sat up, looked down at me, looked around to find Lor, then shook his head. “What did you say to make her start crying?” Then he shook his head again. “Oh, it’s that sort of cry. Never mind. What are you doing? Is it even light out?”

	Lor pointed to a window in the room. “Clearly not yet.”

	Hale completely sat up then, stretching his arms out above his head and at the same time asking it again. “What are you doing?”

	“He was hoping you were awake,” I said.

	“Oh.” Hale leaned his back against the headboard and readjusted the blankets to ensure enough of him would be covered. “Well, I am now. Wait.” He looked to me. “Did you sleep at all?”

	I shook my head.

	He sighed. “You said you would try.”

	“I did try,” I said. “And I failed. I’ll sleep tomorrow night. Not ideal, but I would rather what I had instead.” I would certainly have rather spent my last night on a bed in who knew how long lying awake with him instead of sleeping. Certainly rather.

	Hale smiled at that and took my hand.

	I was sniffing for about three seconds and started to say, “I think—” when King Truníel stepped into the room.

	Hale jolted a bit, and I pulled the blanket farther up my chest, mostly to my chin.

	“So sorry to intrude,” Truníel said quietly. “I’m sure I feel it’s ruder than any of you, but I’m preparing to leave and wanted to say farewell.” 

	“I really don’t know what to do with myself right now,” Hale said.

	Truníel grinned a bit at that, a little farther than what he used to do with us. “Preferably keep yourself precisely where it is.” A few seconds passed. “As all the other kings have made their leave and all is at the beginning of how it should be, I feel it time to make mine as well and finally return home to better prepare my people for what is to come. I apologize for not attending the dinner last night. I truly cannot stand those sorts of gatherings, and I do feel farewells are best when given more sincerely.” 

	I smiled a little. “I agree wholeheartedly on all that.” 

	“I thought you might.” He grinned again, but it faded quickly as they often did on him. “I want to wish you all the best in your journey. I very much hope it leads you all safely where you belong.”

	“As do we, Uncle,” Lor said, “and we wish you the same.” 

	“I do have some parting words for you all.” Truníel looked to Lor. “Loriat, I am very proud of the man you’ve started to become. I am glad for what time we’ve had together these cycles, to develop a relationship neither of us formerly cared to. I am most pleased by it all, and I look so forward to many more turns of it. I hope very much that you return from this with the same conviction you’re leaving with, and that you find what you yourself are looking for. Whether during or after, it matters not. Take care of your family.”

	“Yes, Uncle.” Lor nodded. “I am determined to. I am very glad for the time we’ve had as well. For your support, and assistance. I’ve found it invaluable.”

	Truníel nodded, and by the scents, he was rather pleased. He looked to me. “Do not worry so much about our people while you are away. I use our in both senses, which I’d imagine you understand. This will be difficult, but it is worth it. In the end, our blood will be together as it should’ve been all along.”

	I grinned. “And yours will inevitably be diluted by mine.”

	“Inevitably.” He nodded again. “But when thinking on it, there seems so many more important things.” He gestured at Hale and me. “That seems far more important. And I should wish all my people could find the happiness you’ve found together, regardless of with whom.”

	“Thank you, King,” Hale said.

	“Halién, I am very much pleased by your behavior as well,” Truníel said. “I am glad to see you’ve found something to straighten you up when Loriat did not want you straightened.”

	Hale chuckled a bit at that. “As am I, but we all have our kinks.” 

	“Indeed.” Truníel rubbed at his forehead. “Will you tell the others in your party that I’ve said farewell? I should not wish to bother them, especially at this hour.” 

	“Yes.” I nodded, grinning again. “I will tell Taeryn you say farewell.” 

	He liked her rather well and certainly meant his pleasantries for her more so than the others. He liked her well enough that he didn’t want to say farewell.

	He nodded again at that. “I want all of you to know, you are more than welcome to visit Tolirean if you should so please. Once it is safe for you to do so, of course.”

	Hale said, “We would be honored to see you again in your home.”

	I brought a hand to my mouth, trying to hide the expression there when I asked, “Would I need to pick up a jester outfit beforehand?”

	I didn’t need to be able to see it to know that Truníel’s face had flushed, but I could see it. “Oh, stop it, Zelara.”

	“I was being serious.”

	“No, you were not.” He shook his head. “And I’m sure you know that would not be the most spectacular of ideas. Please do not, even as a joke. I would not wish to explain it to my wife.”

	“I shall not,” I said. “I wouldn’t wish to cause you trouble. Hopefully when we next see one another, everyone will be a bit more decent.” 

	He almost started to walk away, but he stopped himself. “It would likely be best for that to not come up at any point.” 

	That he’d said farewell to us while we’d been indecent and surely also his . . . whatever he had with Taeryn.

	I nodded. “My lips are sealed, King.” 

	He nodded as well. “Farewell to you all.”

	“I’ll walk you out, Uncle.” Lor stood and began moving over to the door with him.

	After Hale and I were once again alone, he waited about fifteen seconds before looking at me and raising an eyebrow. “Now what about sealed lips?” 

	I was laughing under my breath when he kissed me.

	 


Chapter Two

	Company

	Taeryn

	I woke on my own, at what seemed to be the same time I’d been waking on my own for quite a while now. I didn’t lie in bed for as long as I usually did, attempting to really wake up. As long as I used to. I woke, laid there for a little while, then rolled over and shook Eres.

	“Time to get up,” I said. “We’ve got to get ready to go.” 

	Eres grumbled a bit, but I knew she wouldn’t fall back asleep. She was always up once she was up, for the most part.

	I got myself out of bed, looking to Vos, who was making his way to the door. I asked, “How are you feeling?”

	He stopped and looked back to me with a raised eyebrow. “I do not know how to answer that.” 

	Eres got herself out of bed then.

	“Right.” I nodded. “Guess I’ll see you in a bit, then.” 

	Vos stared at me for a rather extended stretch before saying, “We’ll be fine.” 

	I nodded again. “I’m the one who keeps saying that.” 

	“Nearly everyone keeps saying it,” Vos said. “The problem is that no one truly believes it. You should believe it. We’ll be fine.” He then left the room.

	I still didn’t know if he believed it at all, but it was rather obvious that no one else did. I couldn’t really be confident in this when none of them were. I was and had been trying, but I couldn’t manage. Sometimes trying was only as good as it was, but I did believe it was best to do regardless.

	I saw Eres sticking a hand into her pocket, just sticking it inside to touch what was there, and I felt the need to say, “You should leave that here.”

	She didn’t look at me as she removed her hand from that pocket, walked over to a mirror, and began putting up her hair. “I can’t.” 

	“I’m sure you don’t want anything to happen to it,” I said. “I don’t know if you’re worried you’ll never come back here again to get it, like you’d find somewhere nice along the way to stop and settle down, but . . .”

	She did look at me to say, “Everyone is taking what means the most to them with them on this. I need to keep that with me. Someone will take care of it for me if we go somewhere I can’t. I know they will. That’s what this is about—everyone taking care of what means something to someone else when necessary. And I’m telling you . . . I need it with me.” 

	I still didn’t know what the golden flower Ashe had given Eres meant to her, but it was important enough to have it with her at all times. She even slept with it. I had asked her once, what it meant to her, but she’d said she didn’t want to talk about it and neither of us had ever brought it back up. I thought that was only fair. There were a lot of things the two of us didn’t speak about, but we had been getting along rather well over the last few cycles. Rather well. It felt more like coexisting than anything else, but in a sense that was better than the alternative.

	So I said, “All right. I’m sure you’re right. I’m sure someone will take care of it for you if need be.” Someone.

	She stared at me for several seconds, silent before saying, “I don’t believe it’s wrong for any of us to admit we’re afraid. I’m very afraid, Taeryn, of what could and very well might happen to any of us out there.” She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s wrong to say, to be honest.” She paused. “Are you afraid you’re going to die?” 

	“Yes, of course,” I barely said. “But more than that, I’m afraid of the possibility that any of us could lose what means the most. Each other. I’m afraid that some of us will die, or that we all will.”

	She smiled at me a little and stepped over, reaching out and taking my hand. “I’m afraid.” She nodded. “There are so many bad things that could happen, and I’m afraid of that, but in my heart, I don’t think we’re going to die. Not right now. I don’t know that we’ll be just fine at any point out there, but I think that when it’s all over, we will be. I think that’s what Vos means. We’re going to be fine. It just takes getting there.” 

	I ignored the tears welling in my eyes as I smiled back at her to say, “I’m happy to see you positive again. Hopeful about things.”

	So took in a deep breath. “So am I. We’ll see if it holds. I just . . .” Her brow furrowed. “I can’t seem to keep hold of it for long.”
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	We ate breakfast together, Eres and I. Afterward, we were informed that most our party was with Caralise. The two of us made our way there, followed by a few Elven guards who still rarely ever spoke to us or vice versa. Sometimes they would. It all depended. 

	We stepped in to find that most our party was indeed there.

	Zelara was laughing at something or other, and Barlet was focused in on her as he often was when she was in the room. Xander did often draw his attention more than her when he was present. Not always. I suspected that would be different at some point.

	He’d changed—that Virin child who’d changed everything. He was only a few cycles old, but he already had the appearance of being perhaps a turn and a half. He could walk, quite easily. He came up to about mid-thigh on me. He could speak, quite well. Not very well but quite well.

	It was so odd, how they aged. It went by so fast at first and then would apparently slow down to a ridiculous degree. Someone had said something before about advancements of superior races. I’d sort of disregarded that. Disregarding those superior races had gotten much easier to manage, with some time and exposure.

	Their aging was both miraculous and sad to me. 

	Barlet looked over at Eres and myself and said, “Taeres.” 

	That was what he always said when he saw the two of us together, like it was more efficient to combine our names. He could say them both just fine. But Virin were quite fond of efficiency. I supposed it was something in their blood as much as it was trained into them.

	“Good morning, Bar,” Eres said to him.

	I waved, which was about as much as I would ever do unless he insisted otherwise. He smiled and moved back to his mother.

	“Anyway.” Zelara shook her head. “We must go say farewell. I just wanted to ensure we stopped in before leaving. I know you’ll both be well taken care of. Until next time.”

	Hale took her hand, nodded at Caralise, and the two of them stepped over to us. To us, he said, “We’re leaving shortly.”

	I nodded.

	“Wait, wait, wait, wait,” I heard urgently from the other side of the door. Ashe. “Wait, no, you two can go on if you’d like. You’ve got your farewells and all. You can meet her later.” 

	“We’ve already met her, Ashe.” Zelara shook her head and led Hale from the room.

	Ashe closed the door behind them and smiled at Eres and me. Then he looked at Caralise. “You should cover his eyes. Don’t want the image stuck in his head.”

	“What image?” I asked.

	Ashe held out his hand as if showing me, but I saw nothing.

	I saw nothing, until something very small on the floor began growing larger. A woman. A very naked woman, because of course fairy clothing ripped when they ripped out their wings and became large. 

	Ashe moved his hand a bit and some clothing on the floor grew. The woman then picked it up and put it back on. A small dress, similar to what Aspen wore, but not exactly the same. It was a tiny bit longer. That wouldn’t have been difficult to manage, though. She then stepped over, took Ashe’s hand, and sort of bowed in front of him.

	“Oh, stop it.” He said that, but his cheeks had . . . turned quite gold, glowing beneath the skin. That was how fairies blushed. Their magic stirred. Like blood rushing to a face.

	I’d seen Vos blush a few times. A few.

	She released his hand, stood up straight, and then stretched her arms out above her. She was quite large, much taller than Zelara, perhaps only a few inches shy of most Elven women. “This is not anywhere near as horrible as the three of you have made it seem.” She breathed in deeply. “It is so nice to be back.” But then her face scrunched. “The voice is odd. And the lack of wings is as claimed.”

	Ashe was smiling a little when he said, “I believe the two of you know Vol.” 

	“Vol!” I exclaimed, not realizing it had been her.

	She sort of giggled before hugging me. “Hello, Taeryn.” She then released me and embraced Eres as well. “Hello, Eres.”

	“Hello,” we both said, quite excitedly.

	But then . . . “What’re you doing?” I shook my head. “I thought no more of you were supposed to do that?”

	“I’ve been assigned to protect Barlet in your absence,” she said. “Ashe insisted I go ahead and get this out of the way, as being normal-sized will surely be necessary. He was expecting it to take a longer moment to recover from.” She smiled so widely at him. “The light is stretching for us. I know you feel it.” 

	Ashe said nothing at all to that.

	I couldn’t help saying, “You have the most spectacular eyes, Vol.” 

	And she did. They were such a light color, they were almost white. They did wave, in that strange way fairy eyes had. And in the darker bits of the waving, blue moved through them.

	She smiled at me. “Thank you. Now, where is my brother? I must insist he see me before departing.” 

	“Avoiding you,” Ashe said.

	“Well, that just won’t do.” She shook her head then looked over her shoulder at a wide-eyed Caralise. “I will be back shortly and we shall get to know one another very well, but for now I must see my brother. I’ve not been parted from him in all my existence for as long as we will be in this. Well, not so far parted.”

	Caralise nodded. “I understand.”

	Vol looked to Eres and me. “Farewell for now. I am sad we’ll not have had as much time to communicate in this way, but there will be time later. Ensure the shadows do not stretch. I fear you’ll be traveling with a party who cannot help themselves. Make them help themselves. And ensure this one,” she nodded toward Ashe, “keeps out of the dark.”

	Eres nodded, but the fairies were so strange about their light and shadow talk that I didn’t really know precisely what she was asking or saying. I nodded as well, thinking I understood as best I could. I wanted to say something to her about Lerest and how he’d certainly have a change in heart if he caught a look at her now, but it seemed inappropriate after what she’d just said and she was clearly in a rush to see Vos. They did not at all look even the slightest bit similar and actually looked opposite in every single way past both being beautiful. Ashe and Aspen had their physical differences, but you could tell in the face that they were of relation. Vos and Vol?

	No.

	She stood up on her tiptoes, and I was pretty sure she would’ve kissed Ashe on the mouth had he not moved his face. She kissed him just beside it. He looked away from her once her feet were flat on the floor once more, and she almost played it off well enough, but I did see the slightest bit of confusion on her face before she left the room.

	Eres wasted no time in saying, “Since when do fairies have issues with kissing on the mouth?” 

	Ashe stared at her for several seconds before pointing farther into the room. “You need to say farewell. We’re leaving in only a few minutes. We must get on our way to truly start and finish this so we can all carry on with existence.”

	Eres immediately began walking away, toward Caralise. I was going to follow her. I even started to. I took a step, and I stopped, staring down at Ashe’s chest. 

	I stared at what I saw there for only an instant before looking up at his face, finding him focused in on what had caught my attention.

	My mouth was hanging open, but I was unsure whether I was going to actually say anything or what it would’ve been if I did.

	He rushed the two steps it took him to get to me, faster than my eyes could catch, and he put a finger over my mouth. My gaze was locked on his, seeing the pleading in his eyes.

	Don’t tell anyone.

	I couldn’t say whether I would or wouldn’t tell anyone that a black line had just appeared under the skin of his chest, near his heart.

	Not near.

	Through.

	Ashe removed his hand from where it was, and he hurried from the room, not as fast as he could’ve gone. That would draw attention. Fast enough to get out.
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	It was more than somewhat difficult to attempt being cheerful when saying farewell to Caralise and Barlet. I tried to fake it, for their sakes. I knew now that a lot of things in life needed to be done for the sake of others. I didn’t always like that very much. It depended on who was involved and what all else was going on.

	I pretended to be just as surprised as everyone else when fully meeting up with the party and finding Ashe wearing a shirt for the very first time I’d ever seen. He was heckled, in a sense. Politely enough. He was asked why.

	Ashe’s response on why he was wearing a shirt was, “I feel it necessary.” 

	He would explain no further past that, which wasn’t surprising for me. I didn’t suspect he wanted to tell anyone about that line.

	I didn’t know what it was, but with all the talk on shadows and darkness, I took it to mean he was fighting some sort of darkness within himself. The oddest thing was that it looked very much like the lines of Zelara and Xander’s curse. So I wondered . . . Had Ashe been cursed? Right then while standing there? Perhaps by his sister, if she could do that sort of thing? Wouldn’t he have felt it?

	It didn’t seem he had. It seemed he’d noticed it due to my alarm. I would think someone would know when and if they’d been cursed. I could’ve been wrong about that, but I wouldn’t ask to find out.

	It must’ve been some sort of darkness he was fighting, and it reminded me of King Truníel speaking of Ashe’s sister and how she’d been consumed by her own darkness. He’d made it sound as though she’d always had some sort of darkness, though. And Ashe . . . I didn’t know that he did. I supposed we all did, but it was just so odd, to appear there out of nowhere. So visible.

	If Ashe was fighting against some sort of his own darkness . . . I didn’t know that it was right for me to tell anyone. But it was so far past worrisome, with us traveling with him. Not to mention that the other fairies traveling with us were his fairies, and I had no idea what him being overtaken by any sort of darkness would mean for them.

	I found Zelara staring at me while many continued making a fuss of Ashe’s shirt.

	She raised an eyebrow and asked, “What is it?” 

	And in that instant before I said anything in response, I made my decision on what to do with the knowledge I had.

	Wait.

	I would wait to see if more lines grew, if the darkness stretched.

	I shook my head. “Nothing. Just strange, seeing him with a shirt on.”

	She said, “And yet your scents say you’re concerned rather than seeing a strange sight.”

	Of course she would know that. I felt it only right to say, “This is all very disconcerting in general.” 

	Her eyes were narrowed when she looked from me, to Ashe, who was distinctly avoiding her gaze as he often did. “Right.” She nodded then brought her attention back to me. “You should say farewell to Leila and Lethian. We must be getting on our way.” 

	I did say goodbye to Leila and Lethian, who had Fire standing next to them because she was to remain here. We wouldn’t risk traveling with a fire wolf this time, and she liked Leila and Lethian well enough. I believed she was being left behind on the chance we all died.

	I was so thrown off by everything, even just leaving Lensilia, that I didn’t really realize what was being said with Leila and Lethian or how I responded to it until well after the fact. Not until the eleven of us were making our way from there on horseback and I’d replayed all events of the morning several times inside my head.

	Zelara and Hale. Lor. Eres and Warren. Xander and Aspen. Ashe and Vos. Myself, and Devlin, who Zelara occasionally referred to as the straggler. He was a Vasa whose Virin assignment had been killed in Lensilia by his own partner, due to his reaction over the truth. 

	Reaction was the word everyone used, but I didn’t believe it appropriate. He’d nearly killed some Elves before his partner had taken him down. That particular Virin partner, named Ginet, was remaining in Lensilia indefinitely with his Vasa. He would’ve been exiled from Watil regardless, and everyone thought it best for him to simply linger. Linger and hopefully be taken as dead.

	Devlin had volunteered to accompany us on the chance—likelihood—someone else would be needed to put blessings on our Virin. Ginet and his Vasa had reluctantly agreed, and our party only agreed to it after extensive questioning by a great many people. King Truníel, King Lethian, and most members of our party. Some had small issues with it, which was understandable. Zelara grumbled more than once about dynamics until fully realizing that Devlin was quiet-natured and genuinely had no desire whatsoever to get involved in dynamics of any sort. 

	I’d spoken with him a decent amount and liked him decently well. He was rather aloof and closed-off, but I thought he could potentially warm up with someone after a great length of time. He was somewhat older, at least in appearance and demeanor, than most our party. Thirty-three was what he’d said when I asked. He’d been with his Virin for approximately half his life. I believed he was still attempting to deal with his death, but I did speak with Ginet and he said his partner had always been rather difficult. Devlin’s aloofness was likely the result of so much time near him.

	It was understandable. Still, Devlin had told me once that he was happy to accompany us. He’d said, “I don’t like the thought of doing nothing until I die. Clearly I cannot return to Watil. I wouldn’t want to, but it would be rather pointless. I can never get another assignment. They’re permanent. So I’d be sitting still until my death. It’s beginning to not sound such a horrible prospect, but I’m not quite to the point in my life where there isn’t some amount of horribleness involved in the thought.”

	I understood that, very well.

	We were riding for a rather long while, until it was almost dark out. No one really said much of anything. I understood that as well. We were all worried about our own, likely similar things. Discomfort was everywhere. It was so apparent in the way everyone held themselves. But it was very apparent when looking at Hale, who appeared to be one of the most relaxed of us all.
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