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Chapter One



				A hooded figure moved through the crowded street like a shadow. 

				Had anyone been paying attention, they would have noticed that the figure made no sound of footfalls, no reassuring tap of boots on the uneven pavement. They did not stop to look at any of the market stalls, piled high with taffeta and fine goods. The alleyway was cramped full of people, humans and elves alike, leisurely browsing the array of items on display. 

				Located on the western coast of Fythnar, Traders Bay was renowned for its after dark market stalls, offering everything from high quality silks and materials to meticulously crafted pieces such as vases and jewellery. 

				It was an unseasonably warm night, and the moon hung high in the midnight sky, the inky blackness sprinkled with winking stars. 

				The crowded alleyway sparkled with lanterns, strung from crumbling wall to wall across the alley, giving it an almost ethereal look – like glitter on shit. Traders Bay was not an attractive town, or the most well-kept. The air had a lingering stink of fish and salt, the lapping of waves against the moss riddled docks a constant melody. Many of the seamen who docked there came from far away lands, trading their goods for exorbitant prices, then moving on. The streets were filthy, the houses in shambles, but people did not come to Traders Bay for the sightseeing and real estate. The dark market also offered other things to sate the desires of more nefarious individuals, like prostitution and slavery.

				These particular services were not so obvious, nor were they on display – they were only available to those who knew where to look and who to ask.

				The hooded figure did not touch anyone as they moved, no accidental brushing of a shoulder, no gentle nudges to make their way through the crowd. They moved like water through gently parted fingers. The individual under the dark cloth hood was intent, unquestionably sure of where they were going. 

				Finally, pausing at a stall lined with crates of apples, the figure said nothing as they awaited the clerk’s attention. The man, stout and balding, paused while waxing an apple to add to the array of meticulously shining fruits to gaze at his silent customer. 

				“Wha’ can I get ye?” he drawled before looking up. The clerk, aged in his late forties, narrowed his eyes when the figure did not respond.

				“If ye looking for cloth…” he trailed off, eyeing the figure’s clothing – a black hood hid their face, the cloak trailing to their feet and ending a hand’s length from the cobblestones. A leather corset was wrapped around their torso, adorned with gleaming buckles and hardened leather. Under the cloak, a belt flashed a hint of silver. 

				Daggers. 

				Boots to knee length encased their feet, intricate patterns pressed into the leather. This was no ordinary patron of the market, and the clerk felt heat begin to rise up his throat. 

				“Or if ye be after arms, there be an arms merchant two stalls down from ‘ere,” the clerk said quickly, placing the apple down on the others and proceeding to point down the market alley.

				“I was told you would know where I could find ivory…”

				The voice, undoubtedly female, slid like warm honey, a breathy cadence which caused ears to perk and legs to wobble. Mysterious, gentle, and deadly calm tinged with a promise of pain. 

				The clerk’s brows narrowed, sweat beading on his forehead. 

				Was it oddly warm tonight, or was it his new cotton tunic? 

				He swiftly swiped the beads away with the back of his hand.

				“I-Ivory? N-no… Miss? Only apples ‘ere!” he choked out, throat bobbing, a cold sweat saturating the neckline of his tunic.

				The figure, head ever so slightly inclined to the side, followed a tiny bead of sweat from the man’s lip, down his chin to his neck. It did not take a magician to see the man was nervous, and the smell his fear was emanating was acrid in the air. The figure’s nose wrinkled under the cloth.

				“I’ll ask again…” said the woman, voice firm. “Ivory... or do you require a jog of your memory?” she said as long nailed fingers emerged from her cloak. 

				In a flash, a dagger was buried in an apple, a hair’s breadth from the clerk’s groin.

				An alarmed squeak left the man’s lips and he inched back, eyes riveted to the dagger’s ruby-encrusted hilt. “S-Seems I’m remembering something... erm... Ivory you say? Yes... I-I know a man by that name. Be it him you are after? Mr Ivory... hard man to find he is,” the man spluttered, his words rushing from his lips in a torrent.

				“Yes, he prefers crowded marketplaces where one cannot have a private word…” the figure drawled, retrieving the dagger from the apple and slipping it back into its sheath. The movement was fluid, swift, practiced. 

				“He needs to be given a message...”

				As she spoke, she pulled a piece of golden string from the pouch at her hip. She held it out to the clerk, whose eyes widened as he absorbed what this meant. The string emanated a strange radiating light, as if it has been pulled from some sort of enchanted tapestry. It shimmered in the lanternlight. 

				Anyone who laid eyes on it knew that this was no ordinary string. It did not come from any of the stalls lined in the filthy, candlelit street. It did not come from a distant land, was not a rare piece of textile, nor did it come from a faraway place with an abundance of magic and wonder.

				This string belonged to the Three Fates, woven from the Tapestry of Life, and this was a sign that someone’s life was about to end.

				It was then the clerk – with a cry like a crazed animal – grabbed the table and launched the carefully arranged display of apples at the messenger of his doom. With surprising physical ability, the stocky, overweight man vaulted over the side of his stall and ran like ravenous hounds were on his heels, knocking over his neighbour’s array of hard cheeses in his craze to flee.

				The hooded figure dodged the assault of apples with a twist of her body and sprinted down the market alley, dodging patrons like fish through water. Using the lip of a stall as a boost, she climbed up the side of the nearest building, finding purchase using jutted-out stones and wooden window frames. The stall owner below gasped and cursed, checking their display to see if anything had been touched by the figure’s boots. 

				Not a single item had moved.

				The apple stall clerk, in his frenzy to flee, pushed market patrons into the dirt and elbowed people out of the way. There were plenty of places to hide in this dark, dank town, but the man knew he would not get away easily. In a world of fight or flight, he was opting for flight. No-one stood against an assassin sent by the Three Fates, and he knew his chances were next to none if he were to fight.

				The assassin flew across the rooftops, boots lightly thudding on thatched timbers as she leaped between buildings, keeping her target in sight. Below, the man’s strained gasps were audible over the hustle and bustle of the market, the stench of his fear like a trail of crumbs to his pursuer. People moved out of his way, and those who did not were shoved violently aside.

				The assassin’s nose winkled as she launched herself from a roof just above where the man had begun to labour. The repugnant scent of the man’s fear was a lingering taint upon the air she breathed.

				Her hand shot out, wrist flicking with a flourish, and suddenly a nearby display of fruit and vegetables beside the fleeing man exploded. Shouts of alarm pursued, and the assassin flicked her wrist again, causing the next display of bread to explode. Normally she would not resort to causing destruction with her magic, but she was not about to let her target escape.

				She had waited too long to sink her blade into this one. 

				The man screamed as he ran, assaulted from all sides by flying food, but his retreat did not slow. With a frustrated grunt, the assassin shot from the rooftop, landing on the next building and rolling to soften the impact. Without pause, she continued to sprint, eyes flicking up to see a clothesline overladen with clothing, just ahead of the running clerk. 

				She shot out a hand and snapped her fingers together. 

				Magic sparked in the air, and the clothing on the line burst into flame with an audible crack, before the assassin twisted her hand again, making a downward swipe. 

				The flaming materials dropped, right into the path of the fleeing man. 

				He skidded to a stop, toppling back onto the cobblestones before staring at the flaming barricade before him in terror. 

				Covered in juices and ash, the clerk jumped to his feet and glanced behind him, expecting to see a hooded figure of death hot on his heels. His gaze flew over the rooftops around him in rapt terror, eyes bulging and jowls wobbling. When all he could see were angry faces of market patrons and stall owners, he blew out a breath and quickly limped into a branch alley to his right. 

				The alley was scarcely lit and reeked of piss – the clerk felt the adrenaline coursing through him like hot fire.

				Had he lost his pursuer? 

				That was unlikely. 

				The Fury had used magic! In front of innocent people! Had the Fates slackened their training over at the school for assassins?

				His nefarious dealings had finally caught up with him, it seemed.

				The clerk paused to catch his breath, hands on knees and inhaling in long gasping wheezes. Sweat dripped from the tip of his pink nose.

				Suddenly a figure emerged from the shadows, as if it were one with the darkness. A blade pressed against the man’s jugular, the steel to his skin so close to piercing. He cried out, but soon snapped his mouth shut for fear of his throat being opened to the night sky. Sweat cascaded down his forehead, breath hissing between clenched yellow teeth. 

				He was going to die, he knew that, and there was not a thing he could do about it. The Fates had finally drawn his string of life from the Tapestry, and his time was about to end in one of the worst ways possible.

				By assassination.

				“How did you find me?” the man hissed, sweat trickling into his eye. The assassin slowly smiled from beneath the hood of her cloak, a flash of white teeth behind red lips, canines slightly elongated. Her breath tickled his ear, lips brushing his lobe. Anyone looking into the alley may have mistaken the two entwined in an embrace, save for the dagger pressing against the trembling man’s throat.

				He had been so careful! Every track, every sliver of evidence that could point to him and his dark dealings had been efficiently swept under every rug possible. Every person sold had their papers burned, their origins a secret. 

				How had this assassin – a woman no less – found him?

				“Once your thread of life is spun and measured...” her blade pressed deeper, and the man let out a low groan of terror. Blood beaded on the blade edge, as the skin broke. The assassin’s voice was low, silky, like melted caramel over a decadent dessert. 

				A dark stain began to bloom on the man’s breaches as he pissed himself.

				“There is no escaping your final fate.”

				The line laced with a tone of finality that had been used hundreds of times before. This was the absolute truth, those who had dark dealings got what they deserved in the end, and it was her job to deliver this justice.

				In a motion as quick as silver, the blade sliced through flesh, cleaving the man’s windpipe open to the air. Blood sprayed the dank wall with a glitter of scarlet, a mural of vermilion droplets glistening in the moonlight. 

				The clerk made a gurgling sound and dropped to his knees. With a thump, his body hit the uneven, wet stones of the alley, his lifeblood pooling around his body in a slow expanding puddle of crimson.

				The assassin wiped her blade across her elbow, a hiss of disgust sliding from her lips as she eyed the body. Con Ivory was more than just an apple stall clerk. He dealt primarily in trafficking elven slaves to the local brothels. This was not uncommon in Fythnar, not by a long shot, but Ivory dealt primarily with elves who were far too young to know what was happening to them. 

				She had been waiting for his thread to be pulled for a long, long time…

				Ariiaya Trillia knew that the evidence of her work would soon be wiped away by beings employed as a clean-up crew by The School of Fate, but any scrap of this filth being dashed from the face of the kingdom could not come soon enough.

				With a long sigh, Arii bent over the cooling body with her blade and set to collect her trophy.

				
~~~


				The head rolled across marble floor, stopping just shy of a pair of immaculate, diamond encrusted shoes. The man’s face, slack in death with eyes rolled back, stared up at the shoes’ wearer. 

				“Always one for theatrics, Ariiaya Trillia,” the woman said as she clapped her hands together with obvious admiration. Grinning, she shot a look back at her two sisters on the dais.

				Behind them stood a large draping tapestry. It was a remarkable sight, an onslaught of imagery all tangled up in a detailed scene of unexplained history. Castles, people and animals, all entwined in stories. Arii swore she could see a dragon’s silhouette in there somewhere when she looked hard enough. 

				The Tapestry of Life glittered and glowed, enchanted with magic. 

				The room was lit with an array of haphazardly placed candles, wax littering the stone floor with puddles of white. The walls were dark stone, and some of the mortar had slowly began to flake away, green vines of ivy breaking through the weakest parts to splay across the stone. All around them were large stacks of books, ancient tomes with unreadable spines and discoloured pages that left a heady scent of old vanilla in the air. The School of Fate had a library, but the sisters kept their favourite and oldest tomes here in their weaving room, where they spent most of their time.

				“That is why you are my favourite assassin!” 

				The red-headed woman clapped again with glee as the severed head seeped blood across the stone floor. 

				“Anyone else would provide a trinket as proof of their successful hunt, or perhaps a finger.” 

				She bent over, grabbing the head by what little hair it had and lifting it for all in the room to see. Con Ivory’s jaw wobbled in an eternal silent scream as Etropos shook the severed head. 

				“Brilliant work, my Violet Assassin,” she crooned, a grin splitting her lips. 

				Arii rose from her crouch before the dais, her head lifting. Slowly she removed her hood, striking violet eyes revealed – the reason for her moniker. She was still young for a Fae at twenty-eight, her skin pale and flawless, a face that disarmed even the hardest of men – disarmed them even as their heads were removed from their shoulders before they could blink. 

				Ariiaya was a Fury, one of the Fae blessed with magic, and taken into service by the Three Fates as a young girl. All Fae had magic lying dormant within them, but it took a considerable event to unlock the awakening – emotional or physical. Some Fae lived their entire lives without their magic manifesting, such a thing was not unheard of. All of the Furies in service of the Fates were taken in at a young age when their magic awoke, trained to control their power and forfeit their emotions, turning them into the deadliest assassins in the land – weapons wielded in the name of the Gods. 

				Once the land of Fythnar was teeming with Fae – delicately pointed eared beings with incredible strength, grace and magic unlike the other races they shared the land with. 

				Now, they were a dwindling species.

				“I aim to please.” Arii drawled, not a flicker of remorse or emotion on her face. “His string was long overdue to be cut…” she said, brushing a strand of hair from her face. Her hair was unique, a biproduct of her magic. Dark, thick brown tresses reaching to her breasts, slowly lightening to honey at the ends. All Furies tended to have unique hair which was a result of their magic, matching their incredible beauty. 

				All the better to draw in their prey.

				Etropos snickered and wiggled the head again, making Mr Ivory’s jaw waggle in time to her voice.

				 “Bad men always get what they deserve, isn’t that right, Mr Ivory? No longer will you serve up elf children on silver platters.” 

				The head jiggled in agreeance. 

				Arii suppressed a wince. Etropos loved to play with the remnants of her victims. From behind Etropos, two other women stood, all dressed immaculately in attire fit for a function at a royal castle. Etropos was the liveliest of the three sisters, the other two were more placid and stoic in comparison. 

				Klotho, a woman sporting midnight hair and pale lips, looked at the head of Con Ivory with slight disgust, her top lip twitching. Of the three sisters, she was the one who pulled and weaved the threads from the Tapestry. Each woman was beautiful, their eyes all a shade of gold that matched the shimmering tapestry beyond.

				The other woman, Lakhesis, was donned all in white with silver hair and blood red lips. Lakhesis measured the strings of the Tapestry, determining the victims’ span of life. She stared serenely at the scene and when she spoke, her voice was light and airy. 

				“Good, now take that vile thing away, if you are done playing with it, Etropos. We have the next assignment to deal with,” she said, waving a carefully manicured hand dismissively before turning back to her work. 

				The last sister, Etropos, was the allotter of justice – the hander of the assignments to their assassins.

				Beside Lakhesis, Klotho pinched a thread of the tapestry and began to pull. The string came free of the drapery, glowing much like that of Mr Ivory’s string in the market. 

				The Three Fates handed down justice after being told by the seemingly non-sentient drapery who was to be ended. Normally the targets were criminals, individuals who evaded the regular justice of the royal guards. Those chosen were purely random and chosen by the Tapestry itself, and it was a continued debate of what the Tapestry was and where it had come from. The three sisters themselves did not know – it just was, and they were its messengers. 

				Many believed the Tapestry of Life was a link to the Gods, controlled by a higher power. Through methods inexplicable to anyone but them, the Fates had glimpses of who the string could belong to, the visions flowed from one sister to another – first Klotho, to Lakhesis and then Etropos, the latter being the one to deliver the message. 

				The visions were but fragments, they claimed – the exact target an educated guess. 

				Turning, Klotho passed the string to Lakhesis, who studied the thread intently. Slowly, her eyes lifted to Etropos, and the red-haired woman dropped the severed head to the floor with an audible thump. Rushing to her sisters, Etropos took the string between her fingers, handling it as if it were made of glass. 

				The string, unlike that of the previous one handed to Arii, appeared to be woven of pure glowing gold, so unlike that of the rest of the Tapestry. 

				The sisters looked at one another, as if a silent conversation were happening between them, before turning to Ariiaya in unison. 

				“Your next assignment…” Etropos murmured, her grey eyes glazed over as visions assaulted her mind. Her sisters had the same look as she held up the golden thread. “…will be located in the royal castle of Viridya.”

				Her voice took on a sound of distortion, as if someone or something were speaking through her lips. 

				“We see a crown, and a royal seat covered in blood…” Etropos’ flippant smile was long gone, her hair lifting on a phantom wind as the message was passed through her from the Gods.

				Arii felt her entire body tense, a spring coiling within her. 

				As long as she had been in service of the Fates, she had never heard of an assignment to take out a royal. Viridya Castle was a fortress made of gold, almost impossible to infiltrate, as discovered by countless previous assassins and shady persons hoping to either take out someone from the Court within or rob from the royal treasury. 

				Klotho was next to speak, her voice clipped and noxious. Her brows narrowed and her teeth bared. “Your next target sits upon the royal throne…” she confirmed, and the air in the large room was thick with magic. 

				Arii felt trepidation slither through her form, a fine tremor running down her spine as Etropos spoke. 

				“Your target, if the Gods speak true, is Lorch Kruel, the young King on the throne of Fythnar.”

				Arii felt her blood turn cold.

				Well, shit…

				
~~~

				

				“My next target is the King.”

				The air in the cluttered tavern was stifling, and even as the golden rays of dawn’s light touched the rafters, the space was crammed with people drowning their sorrows.

				Arii lifted a mug of mead to her lips, sipping the amber liquid before her violet eyes flicked to her two drinking companions. Sitting across from her was a dark-haired male with striking green eyes. His face was clean shaven, the straight black strands of his hair falling into his eyes. He was handsome, in a mysterious way, with sharp cheekbones and thick brows. Krepth Hallier was her oldest friend, their history starting before her magic’s awakening and her service under the Fates. 

				His eyes roved Arii’s face, as if scouting for the answer to a riddle. 

				With a sigh, the assassin lowered her cup to the wooden table. Her other companion, a slim female with straight silver hair to her chin, had been throwing darts at a board. 

				A perfect bullseye, every time.

				Arii did not expect anything less from her long-term friend and fellow Fury, Nemesis Rion. But the woman’s hand had paused in mid-air just as Arii delivered the news. Her aqua eyes slowly slid to the two at the table.

				“Will you stop staring like I have a second head, Krepth, it is starting to piss me off,” growled Arii as she lifted the mug to her lips once more.

				They had the back of the tavern to themselves – their usual spot when they needed somewhere at short notice to meet but also hidden from prying eyes. The tavern, located in Colkirk – a little seaside village just south of the School of Fate – was a popular place for a careless social gathering.

				It also featured the best mead in Fythnar – in Arii’s opinion.

				Nem’s full lips pressed in a line as their male companion barked out a laugh, his smooth voice laced with amusement. 

				“Gods Arii, you are full of fantastical jokes tonight, I do suppose you get that way as the bloodlust wanes after a hunt,” he chuckled again, taking a swig of his own mead.

				“She isn’t joking, Krepth…” said Nem as her arm lowered to her side, fingers clutching the dart. It was not like Ariiaya Trillia, the infamous Violet Assassin, to joke about a mark given to her by the Three Fates. The woman was emotionless and cool, not one to joke around with something so serious, so monumental within their small society.

				Krepth lowered his mead to the table as he studied Arii’s deadpan expression. “You’re not jesting? Are the Sisters of Fate taking the godsdamn piss?” 

				His tone flipped from jovial to serious in a split second. It was unlike the shady spymaster to lose his cool, but this was unlike any news he had heard in a long time. Perhaps ever.

				Arii’s carefully composed expression faltered for a small moment and Nem was then beside the dark-haired assassin like a shadow.  

				“The images given to the Fates are undeniable…” Nem said, her gaze flicking up to her friend’s face. “If what you described is exactly what they relayed, then I have no doubt that the King is your target.”

				“Viridya Castle is near impossible to infiltrate.” Arii said, pausing as Krepth lifted a hand. 

				“You cannot sneak into the castle and slice off the head of the King,” he said, brows pulling in a look of frustration.

				‘Quiet!’ Nemesis was quick to jump in, her voice hushed. 

				They spoke of high treason after all.

				“So, what do you suggest?” Nem barked, frowning. They all knew that the targets given by the Three Fates were final, and there was no point arguing. 

				A Fury should never question fate.

				Arii absently wondered what the young King had done to draw the Gods’ ire.

				“Usually, you are full of good ideas, Krepth. Perhaps I should have approached you when you were sober,” said Arii, one brow arching.

				Krepth’s mouth opened to retort, but Nem was quick to speak first. 

				“We will have to get you in under cover, ensure you have the closest access possible to the King.” Nem’s aqua eyes were pinned to her friends. “You will need to go in as a servant, get the King’s attention somehow…” she trailed off, before lifting a finger. She hesitated, staring at her mercury-coloured nails, filed to long points. Nemesis was known for scraping them across surfaces before ending her targets, her nails enchanted with silver. It was a hell of an effect, causing the toughest men to loosen their bowels in fear as her swift shadow descended. 

				And the sisters called Arii theatrical.

				With hand raised and fingers curled, Nem’s gaze lifted to Krepth. 

				“What perfect timing,” she breathed, a revelation coming to her. 

				Krepth’s dark brows narrowed as his eyes lifted to the light-haired Fury. 

				“Explain,” he snapped, impatient. 

				Elongated canines flashed as Nem grinned sardonically.

				“It is the King’s birthday tomorrow.” 

				Arii felt something stir in her gut. 

				Was it excitement? Trepidation? Emotions were foreign to her, pressed into the deepest depths of her mind thanks to her training as an assassin.

				Of course, the annual birthday party was a massive celebration in the golden behemoth of a castle, filled with fine food, festivities, and well-dressed rich people. It also required extra catering staff. 

				How old would the King be now, twenty-seven? 

				Krepth snapped Arii from her reverie, clicking his fingers together in front of her face as he said, “Perfect! Arii, I have connections that can get you into the castle as an extra hand. We–” he eyed Nem quickly, “–will create a diversion that will enable you to stand out to the King.” 

				Arii’s eyebrows creased as she stared at her friends. It was uncanny, how the two of them seemed to be on the same wavelength at times. 

				The remainder of the time, the two were normally at each other’s throats. 

				Krepth inclined his mug at Arii, a dark grin splitting his handsome features. “It will be up to you to do the rest.” 

				He lifted the mug to his lips, followed by with a wolfish grin over the rim, and Arii saw immediately the resemblance to his shifter form, an enormous black wolf with deep viridian eyes. Shifters were elven people who could take the forms of animals – some could even use magic for healing, but their magic stopped there.

				“Fucking hell…” Arii muttered, such an unladylike curse to grace delicate lips, which in turn caused Nem to chuckle darkly. 

				Arii pinched the bridge of her nose as she said, “I knew cheating in that game of cards last week would come back to bite me on the arse.”

				“Cheaters never prosper,” agreed Krepth, lifting his mead in a mock salute.

				Arii titled her head to him, both brows now raised as she said, “You were the one who suggested tampering with the cards!” 

				The Shifter offered her another wolfish grin. “Mhmm, that’s the golden word, suggested – you did the rest.”

				“Fucking hell…” repeated Arii.

				“We have much to do in little time,” Krepth continued, tipping the remainder of the mead down his throat and slamming the mug to the table. Nemesis mirrored his action albeit a little more delicately and dropped a hand on Arii’s shoulder in comfort as the pair stood, preparing to leave. 

				“Any hint of what to expect, perhaps?” snapped Arii. Krepth’s trademark smirk spread across his face at the assassin’s unimpressed expression.

				“And ruin the birthday surprise? Come now, Arii.”

				Ariiaya’s eyes turned dark in the candlelight, two pools of deep amethyst. 

				She hated surprises.

				“Oh, Arii?” called Krepth, glancing over his shoulder as he headed for the tavern door. Dark hair shifted into his glittering green eyes, filled with amusement.

				“Don’t get killed,” he said with a grin, pulling up his hood before disappearing into the night beyond.
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Chapter Two



				Arii had learned the basics of their volatile land during her lessons at the School of Fate. When she was not wielding a blade, she had her head in one of the many textbooks from the sisters’ library. Once a land united, Fythnar had been a prosperous place of allied nations, each bringing their own unique trades from all four points of the continent. Trade was teeming, and allegiances were strong. The land was brimming with magic, along with fantastical beasts of all kinds. Living in harmony with the creatures were Humans, Elves and the Fae. The Fae, a strong and proud elven race with powerful magic, had ruled all four Courts of the land. 

				Then things changed. In the North, the Fae living there held dominion with majestic, magic-bound dragons. Slowly the humans of the land began to fear the power of the Fae, so they began to rise up and form rebellions. Just over two hundred years ago the humans slowly began to wipe out the Fae – in particular the males of the species. It was believed by the humans that male Fae were becoming far too powerful, and that power was causing them to show signs of madness. The uprisings were swift, carefully planned and bloody, and before long there were only a handful of male Fae left, up until the last known males in a family ruling the North Court were killed in their beds on a cold Winter Solstice night twenty years ago.

				The Courts at all points of the compass in the continent of Fythnar had families watching over them. The North Court consisted of the Kruel family, ruling over the vast majority of the map in their glittering castle of gold. The Kruel family had ascended to the throne once the last royal family were wiped from the board. With no one left of the bloodline, Valdis Kruel – Hand to the King in the North, had taken the throne of Fythnar, earning his son the title of King once the boy turned eighteen. 

				The East Court was submerged in the thick and dense forest of Evergrave, their homes built into the ancient trees headed by Freya Bloom. The folk there were the elves also known as Shifters, Krepth’s people. 

				The South Court was seemingly in a constant state of Winter, ruled by Jero Vox and his twin brother Thogan, from their impressive castle overlooking a vast range of snow-capped mountains. Their people were harsh and barbarian-like, weathered and bred for battle. 

				Lastly, the West Court floated on an island just off the coast, the land littered in rainbows of flowers in an eternal Spring. In the middle sat a crystal castle housing Prince Kadec Brolikian, a party boy ruler who always seemed to be throwing a sparkling event.

				Viridya Castle in the heart of the North Court was a sight to behold. A colossal structure built on the edge of a massive waterfall, the home of the royal family was made entirely of pure gold. Rumour had it that the original king who built the impressive structure was absolutely infatuated with himself, and demanded he be able to see his reflection wherever he went on the castle grounds. Those architects surely outdid themselves. With turrets reaching to incredible heights, the castle overlooked a mass of water called The Sapphire Depths with an impressive view of the sprawling land. 

				It was said that no one can sneak into the Viridya without immense difficulty, as it was surrounded by massive bodies of water. The only way to and from the structure and its pristine grounds and town was a bridge, only wide enough to allow horses dragging carts of supplies.

				Arii’s eyes were pinned to the glittering sapphire body of water, all that was in sight from her position on board a supply cart as it headed along the bridge towards the castle. 

				She lifted the canvas covering to catch a glimpse of the shimmering golden colossus and blew an impressed whistle. 

				“No matter how many times I see this damn place, it never fails to impress me.” she said, awe slipping into her carefully masked tone. 

				Sitting across from her in the cramped supply cart, Krepth’s teeth flashed in a grin from under his hood. 

				He tilted his head, forest green eyes on his friend. He studied her attire and pinched the dull cloth of her cotton pants. Arii battered his hand away, a grimace of annoyance fluttering over her features. Krepth’s chuckle was dark and humorous.

				“You are too used to being the ‘golden castle’ yourself in the towns you frequent, Arii. Look at you, I have never seen your skin look so dull,” he said, canines flashing. 

				He was like a wolf, surveying his lunch. Nem had once asked her if she had ever tangled in the sheets with Krepth.

				A roll in the hay with a Shifter? No, thank you… 

				Besides, Krepth was her oldest friend, and she would never go there no matter how incredibly handsome and charming he was.

				“Well, I can’t walk into the castle looking like a typical Fury, you know. I’ll be recognised immediately.” she waved her hand over her luminous face, and magic crackled in the air. Her eyes, naturally a vivid shade of purple, were now dulled to a dark blue. Her lips curled into a humourless clenched teeth grin, showing blunt human teeth – her elongated canines hidden under a veil of magic. 

				“Is the distraction ready?”

				Krepth nodded and his eyes were suddenly serious, all laugh lines disappearing. 

				“Nem has everything under control. You need to ensure you catch the King’s attention, and NOT give away your cover…” he gestured at her plain servant attire. “That means-” he held up a hand and began to count on his fingers. “One – no unnatural super Fae speed or magic, humans are freaked out by that kind of thing.” he lifted another finger. “Two – No killing anyone at the party aside from your intended target.” 

				When Arii’s mouth popped open, Krepth held up a hand to stop her protest. 

				He continued, “Three – Do not, I repeat, do NOT blow your cover! If this goes wrong, we will never get another chance.” 

				Arii offered him a sly smile. “You said ‘don’t blow your cover’ twice. I don’t need to be reminded.” 

				Krepth poked a finger to her nose, causing Arii to rear back and growl. 

				“Now now, little Fury. I know sometimes the thrill of the hunt gets to that sharp mind of yours and hazes your priorities.”

				Arii’s brows narrowed and then she shrugged, finding no reason to argue. It was true, the thrill and bloodlust of a good hunt did sometimes fog her mind.

				The thread had been pulled and it was ordained that King Lorch had to die. Everyone who had their string pulled from the Tapestry of Life had it cut eventually. No one in history had ever escaped this fate. 

				Again, Arii found herself wondering what this royal had done to piss off the Gods.

				What Arii knew of the young King was that he was absentminded, negligent, entitled and a spoiled brat, distracted by the glitter of court life. He was known for his love of women and gave the West Court’s party boy Prince Brolikian a run for his money, throwing fancy parties and spending the town’s taxes on gold and jewels rather than fixing the run-down streets and assisting poverty-stricken families.

				The cart rumbled to a halt at the castle checkpoint. A smattering of guards dressed in silver armour, adorned with red capes and a symbol of an open jawed reptile pressed to their breast of their attire, demanded the cart drivers present their identification. The horses snorted and stomped their hooves in agitation, eager to get to the stables and be fed after the journey. 

				“We are hired help for the King’s birthday festivities,” said the driver, a thin and tired man, as he supplied a roll of parchment to the guards. As one man studied the papers, another headed to the back of the carts. 

				A gloved hand threw back the shade and a guard stared into the back of the cart where Arii sat. For a heart stopping moment, the guard’s eyes slid across her face to the space adjacent from her, and Arii expected the guard to call a warning when he saw the hooded male occupying the space. Her eyes slid to the spot and was relieved to see the spymaster was gone. She would never understand how her friend did that, disappeared into the darkness like he had never been. 

				Sure, she was skilled at subterfuge but Krepth was a whole other level. 

				The guard’s eyes lingered on Arii, but soon fluttered over her to survey the crates of supplies accompanying her in the cart. 

				To the guard, the assassin looked no more than a meek servant. 

				Her eyes remained low as the guard tossed the canvas closed and rapped his fist against the cart side, to signal the all clear. The cart jerked and began its lumbering roll through the gates, the thick mahogany doors slamming behind them with a boom of finality that had Arii’s hairs rising on her arms.

				She slowly sat forward, flipping her dagger from one hand to the other. Her eyes lifted from the weapon, her preferred choice of steel. It had tasted so much blood, and soon it would taste that of the King.

				
~~~


				Ariiaya slipped deftly between two party goers as they chattered and laughed, their hands shooting out to take the offerings of the silver platter she held. The party was in full swing, the colossal high-ceilinged royal throne room was filled with the chatter of voices. Decadent furniture was covered in spreads of fine foods  ranging from whole stuffed pigs roasted and propped with blood red apples in their mouths to elaborate spreads of desserts, glittering with sugar candy and carefully arranged displays of succulent canapes.

				The walls of the room had been fixed with stone to offset the linings of gold, and the grand throne room was lined with windows – allowing the moonlight to filter through. Above the royal seating area stood floor-to-ceiling stained glass cathedral windows, the world beyond the intricate colours dark as pitch. Expertly carved wood candelabras adorned the walls, lit with flickering candles which caused the gold to glimmer in the candlelight.

				 It was an impressive room, one which took the palace staff the entire day to set up, dragging the heavy and expensive mahogany tables and chairs from the castle cellar. The castle cooks had outdone themselves, as well as those who has decorated the room in an array of lanterns filled with candles. Flowers lined the walls and various table settings, a natural display of whites, reds and yellows with thick green leaves. Hanging from the impossibly tall ceiling were glittering chandeliers, intricate metal masterpieces made of pure gold.

				Arii’s eyes skimmed across an expensive looking rug, large and round, in the middle of the array of dining tables. It sparkled, as if magic infused the strands of the fabric. It was not magic of course; magic was feared in Fythnar after all. Those with magic were either hunted, served the Fates or stayed hidden. 

				It had been many years, two hundred to be exact, since any kind of significant magic wielder was known to the land. Arii’s magic was mild, useful – but not incredible. It was an advantage in a fight, and she could cast little tricks, heal minor wounds and flutter light veils, but nothing like the incredible Fae magicians of old. The power of one’s magic came from within, and their abilities reflected their control and training. 

				History showed that male Fae were the strongest of all magic users, until the uprising. Humans, despite not having magic themselves, were strong in numbers and sheer fear induced persistence.

				Her eyes roved the elaborately dressed royal guests as she drifted through the crowd, serving food and beverages. She felt like an old rag in amongst a pile of fresh laundry. Her garb was plain, her looks nullified with magic. She prayed to the Gods that no one here could sense magic.

				Those Gods owed her for her service, surely.

				At the end of the impressive space was an elevated dais, and there was placed an elaborate, high backed wooden carved throne, laced with gold detailing and jewels encrusted into the backing. A young man sat there, his posture no way that of a King. He slouched slightly, body angled to one side, arm resting and propping his head in a look of pure boredom. His light brown hair, tinged with copper, was short but thick, swept in a stylish wave which emphasised his high cheekbones and alluring, thickly lashed ocean blue eyes. 

				His eyes slowly swept the festivities. Anyone would have thought by the King’s posture that his birthday celebration was a boring council meeting. What women, and some men, said in description of the young King in taverns across the Kingdom did not stray far from the truth. King Lorch Kruel was an incredibly attractive man and would be more so if he sat straight and with authority like a true King. 

				His eyes held a weight that would have any woman melt, their depths glimmering with mischief. He was young, twenty-seven exactly this day, and looked every bit the snot-nosed royal he was rumoured to be. He blew a breath between his teeth and watched the party held in his honour with the mildest of interest.

				Beside his throne were two more chairs, pulled to the side like an afterthought. Perched on the one closest to Lorch was an older woman, her hair like spun silver tinged with gold, braided, and pulled into an elaborate knot on her head, adorned with jewels and a delicate golden headband. Her eyes, a lovely sky blue, surveyed the masses as they danced and celebrated. Her face was cool and calm, no sign that she was enjoying the celebrations either. There were hints of laugh lines on the skin around her eyes. Arii knew her to be King Lorch’s mother, Lynnera Kruel. Dressed in a simple gown of moss green with silver trimmings, the older woman was elegant and beautiful.

				Beside Lynnera sat a younger woman with golden spun hair, much like her mother. Sybell Kruel was the King’s sister, an enchanting and beautiful woman of twenty-three. She was watching everyone down her petite nose, a look of distaste on her stunning features as she was approached by a servant who offered her glittering golden sweet wine in a glass goblet. She waved the servant away dismissively, boredom written plainly on her face as her dark brown eyes rolled in annoyance. 

				Beautiful she might be, but Sybell Kruel was said to be a surly bitch.

				What a lively bunch… Arii thought as she swept up another tray of delicate edibles and moved through the throng, pausing to offer a canape to another party goer. Her dulled dark blue eyes inched over the man’s shoulder to survey the royal family, and paused on a severe presence on the opposite side of Lorch’s throne, where an older man stood straight, his armour freshly polished and a sight to behold. 

				Valdis Kruel, father of Lorch and Sybell and husband to Lynnera, was a formidable and severe looking man. He had the exact same coloured hair as his son, his face chiselled and weathered with a light copper-tinged beard. It was obvious that his son has inherited his eyes for they were the same deep blue. A scar ran down the right side of his face, obtained in battle long ago. Valdis’s thick brows were narrowed over his hard face, a face which had probably only ever smiled once or twice in his life.

				Then there was the mysterious figure to the far right of the royal family, standing like a shadow out of place. A hood hid his face, all that was visible was a strong, lightly bearded jaw. Arii wondered momentarily who he was, standing like a statue on the royal dais. He was clad in dark armour – a mix of lightweight, expensive leather and dark tinted silver plate. On his hip was a sword, a shimmering sphere of ruby encrusted into the pommel, the guard made of polished gold – the metal gleaming in the firelight.

				A bodyguard? 

				Surveying his position on the dais – so close to the King – confirmed her thoughts. 

				There were a few more guards stationed on the bottom of the steps leading up to the dais, along with one more well-dressed and armoured man. 

				All stood straight backed, hands by their sides and eyes darting across the party.

				Her brows narrowed as she swiftly avoided a party goer who almost collided with her as they danced by. 

				This she had not considered, there were sure to be many guards around and she hoped Nem’s distraction would be something significant, and soon.

				
~~~


				After a few hours, Arii flittered to the edge of the party to take a break, and her eyes drifted to the sounds of a man’s singing across the room. The night’s entertainment was a small musical band with acoustic instruments fronted by a young man dressed in dark blue tunic and pants, his voice echoing in the colossal throne room. He had quite the voice, and paired with the melody of the instruments, he belted out songs that had the room moving with abandon. 

				Whipping up another tray and balancing crystal goblets of sweet wine, Arii made another round of the room, past an elaborately decorated table where she paused in her tracks. Her magically dulled human-looking ears twitched as she heard a familiar voice.

				A stunning burgundy haired woman sat on the lap of a very dazzled man, his eyes glittering as if he were watching a goddess. 

				At a glance, Devina Divine could indeed be mistaken for a goddess. Her body was voluminous, her skin creamy and flawless. Painted into a stunning gown of sky blue, she was almost too bright to look at without squinting, as if looking into the sun. Her ears were delicately pointed, her slightly elongated canines flashed as she threw her head back and laughed in a show of forced humour.

				Gods above, she was in plain sight, utterly and unmistakeably a Fae Fury in all her undulled glory. Heads turned, particularly that of the male party goers, but some women too, more to slap their husbands as they threw longing glances at the Fae female.

				Arii felt a bubble of anger ripple up from her stomach. If Devina blew her cover tonight, she would kill the female herself. It was likely the assassin had a mark in the castle and she pitied the man who bedded the stunning redhead tonight.

				Devina threw her mass of wavy deep viridian hair over her shoulder and stared directly at Arii, canines flashing in a sultry grin, like a cat about to have at a bowl of cream. She was enjoying this immensely and her expression said Why not have a little fun before getting to work?

				Arii met her stare with a heated one of her own, chin lifting and lip curling in clear warning.

				Devina’s answering chuckle was audible over the riot of sound in the room but her eyes were first to break the staring contest. 

				Ignoring the woman, Arii continued on, heading closer to the royal dais. Any moment now and Nem would deliver on her distraction. 

				Arii needed to be ready…

				
~~~


				The castle grounds were silent save the echoes of the music, voices from the party and the rumble of the waterfall that reached the dark area housing the carts of the extra hired help. 

				A leather-clad shadow nimbly leapt upon the cart without a sound.

				Silver nails carefully peeled back the canvas of the cart, revealing an assortment of heavy sacks and crates. 

				With a wave of her hand and an exhaled breath, the air shimmered with a veil of magic as a spell lifted from the air, and Nemesis’s moonlit eyes lay on a steel cage. 

				From it came the deep, heavy breathing of a large creature, followed by the stench of carrion. Nem lifted her hands, eyes riveted to the terrifying creature as it slept, a reptilian beast of nightmares. 

				Closely resembling a typical draconic wyvern, this creature was a twisted cousin, with a snout full of dagger sharp teeth and thick eyebrow ridges, a long neck and barrel chest running to long forelegs, tipped with menacing curved claws. 

				The beast had thin skin connecting its arms to its body, which could have assumed to gift the creature with flight, but the skin was far too thin for that. Powerfully muscled hind legs preceded a long tail. The entire creature was covered in black scales, riddled by a motley array of scars and dirt, possible remnants of its last meal in its teeth.

				Swiftly, the Fury dashed her fingers through the air above the beasts’ snout – a little bit of manipulative magic to the animals priorities, making it’s target clear.

				This was the most insane thing she had done to date, and Nem was a murderous, cold blooded killer. 

				Her lips split in a wicked smile as she flicked the latch on the cage.

				
~~~


				If there had been a clock nearby, Arii would have glanced at it not for the tenth time this night. She felt edgy, her eyes jerking to every clink of a glass, every bellow of a courtier as they spoke to one another in excitable tones.

				What was taking Nemesis so long with her distraction? Perhaps she had been caught by the castle guards?

				Unlikely.

				The King’s royal Red Guard were not the most honourable of men, made up primarily of ex criminals, murders and rapists. Ever since the uprisings against the Fae two hundred years ago, hardly any man would willingly go into service for the Kruel family, so they resulted to the dregs of the Kingdom to fill their army barracks. The family’s selfishness and lack of care for their subjects was what had sealed the division of the North Court from the East, South and West Courts.

				They had inherited the throne after mass murder after all-

				Arii’s thoughts were interrupted as a loud screech thundered from outside the throne room, like an animal in fright. It split from somewhere above the royal dais, causing the glass cathedral windows to shudder. 

				From beside the King, Valdis Kruel placed a hand on the hilt of his sword, stepping forward as the sound repeated, causing the guests to slowly pause their celebrating.

				Arii felt her arm hairs stand on end, a flicker of anticipation rocketing through her body as she placed her tray on a nearby table, taking care to be inconspicuous. Swiftly her fingers shot out, swiping a nearby kitchen knife from a platter of roast mutton, adrenaline coating her tongue as her eyes darted to the dais. 

				She knew that sound.

				Holy Mother of Darkness, Nemesis was truly insane.

				Confusion lined each feature in the room, shadows playing across faces in the glowing candlelight. Some people continued to dance, oblivious to the noise of something crashing outside.

				Suddenly a scaly mass shattered the towering windows above the royal dais with a thundering boom, causing shards to rain down like diamonds. The monstrous creature screamed down into the room, claws skidding and screeching as it scrabbled for purchase on the marble floors. 

				The beast righted itself, and slowly its head lifted, lips rippling back from a jaw of glinting serrated teeth as it bellowed a roar at the packed crowd. Muscles twitched beneath its thick hide of obsidian scales.

				It took only a few seconds for pandemonium to hit the people as the shock wore off and panic set in. 

				Between the guests and the royal throne was a beast that haunted nightmares, a biproduct of failed attempts to replicate the proud and fearsome dragons of old. 

				A Kryvern. 

				From the mouth of the shattered window, Nem hung by a line of rope, cloaked in darkness and surveying the damage she had caused. Her eyes found Arii, and their gazes met. 

				Nem gestured in a salute to her friend, her face devoid of emotion. 

				Good luck. 

				The sign was clear, and she swiftly disappeared into the darkness.

				The creature bellowed again, causing glasses to rattle and people to scream in terror.

				Arii’s eyes snapped to the creature, its eyes like glowing pools of blood as it sprang upon the nearest guard. The man screamed as the massive jaws clamped around his middle and the beast shook him like a ragdoll, his cries of agony shrill and keening. Blood flecked the walls and splattered the polished marble floor as the Kryvern threw the body into the crowd, the man seemingly boneless and most certainly dead. 

				Utter terror took hold of the room as people fled, knocking one another out of the way as they ran for their lives. 

				Across the room, Devina stood from the man she had used like a settee and led him from the room, a drawn-out sigh escaping her lips as if she were pissed her night had been rudely interrupted.

				Typical Devina.

				The Kryvern’s nostrils flared, and its massive head twisted to the dais where the royal family stood, guards hesitantly moving to protect them. The beast bellowed, glittering ruby saliva flicking from its bloody maw as the hooded bodyguard moved to shield King Lorch. 

				In a swift movement that should have been impossible for such a hulking monster, the Kryvern leaped with a screech towards the King. 

				It was as if Arii were moving through water at first, fighting the panicked crowd to reach the dais. Her eyes darted through the fleeing bodies as she shoved aside a screaming woman. She thought it best not to use her dagger for this, rather than give her profession away. For now, the ornate blade remained strapped to her thigh beneath her robes, the metal warm against her skin.

				Suddenly she was free of the crowd, skidding across the marble, her fingers clutching the kitchen knife.

				The royal women were screaming shrilly, the guards pulling them away as fear had the young King pressed against his throne, the hooded bodyguard shielding him with sword drawn. Claws flashed, swiping across the man as quick as lightening and hitting their mark. The hooded figure attempted to dodge but was clipped, the beast’s claws raking his arm and flinging him out of the way of the Kryvern’s intended prey thanks to Nem’s magic. 

				Standing on hind legs, the beast’s shriek was like nothing Arii had ever heard. A low, drawn out bellow, coalescing into a long, high pitched screech like iron claws raking down stone.

				It was as if the world was in slow motion, she could see Lorch Kruel’s petrified, wide eyes as he stared up at the bringer of his death, his body in the animal’s shadow as the beast closed in. 

				Valdis was yelling, bellowing for his guards to save their King. The creature’s tail whipped and slammed into oncoming men, its gaze never severing from its prey. 

				Lorch’s eyes inched to the right and met hers over the beast’s shaking hide as Arii sprinted up the dais – now metres from the monster.

				She was going to be too late. 

				It was going to end him before she could.

				She saw King Lorch’s pure fear, just a boy who at that very moment regretted his entire entitled life. His eyes wide, teeth clenched in a grimace, he knew he was seconds from death.

				Then she was leaping.

				Arii flipped over the scaly mass like a circus act, body twirling.

				Then the creature jerked as the woman landed gracefully between it and the King. She crouched before him on all fours, her head down and honey tipped hair slipping over her shoulder as the world slowly caught up. 

				Behind her, the light in the beast’s eyes winked out and the huge body fell to the floor with a booming crash, the kitchen knife lodged in the back of the animal’s skull. 

				Arii’s head lifted slowly as her body followed suit, her eyes meeting those of the King. His were wide and glassy, sweat saturating his brow. 

				With intentional slowness, Arii’s hands lifted to show she was no longer armed, predicting the guards’ movements just before they sprang into action, grabbing her and shoving her back on her knees before the King. 

				Lorch was swift, moving with surprising surety considering he had nearly been in the jaws of death not a few seconds ago. His hand was raised, golden rings glittering. 

				“No, unhand her! That is an order!” he snapped, and the guards hesitantly let go of his saviour with obviously reluctance. 

				Lorch’s eyes was fixed on the mysterious, plain serving girl, a girl who had just saved his life.

				“Who are you?” he breathed, stepping towards her as his voice wavered. “You move like no one I have ever seen.” 

				From the King’s side, his father approached as guards began to converge on the dead beast.

				“Answer your King, servant.” Valdis growled, his hand still poised on his sword hilt as Arii remained silent. Her eyes slid to the King’s father before returning to the King himself. 

				“Arii… my King.” she added, before remembering to address royalty the correct way. 

				“Arii Clearwater,” she said, her gaze dropping to his feet. 

				Submissive, meek, a low servant. Here, she was not to be an assassin, death delivered in a beautiful package. Here, she was just a slave, a servant who now had the King’s full and undivided attention.

				Krepth and Nem would be so proud.

				“Commander Hawke, see to Elijah’s wounds.” Lorch said, his gaze never leaving the woman before him, expression composed but flecked with wonder. 

				To the side, an older man with dark grey salted hair and clad in royal armour helped the King’s hooded bodyguard to his feet. The cloaked man, now sporting a bloody wound on his arm, shrugged his helper off and turned to leave the room for the infirmary, as if he were too proud to accept the offer.

				“Miss Arii Clearwater will be assigned to guard training.” Lorch said suddenly, and from his side Valdis began to protest. 

				“Son, that is preposterous!” he gestured with his hand in frustration at the meek girl before them. “She is a servant!” It was obvious this man had not a fleck of respect for anyone lower in class than he. 

				Arii kept her eyes down, but her jaw clenched.

				“This woman saved my life, and for that I wish to repay her with an honour. She is wasted in the kitchens!” 

				His cerulean eyes speared his father like daggers, before turning to the slowly returning crowd.

				“Good people, this woman saved my life, and for that she will be bestowed the honour of training with my royal guard!” The young King bellowed, as a mass of eyes stared up at the proceeding with a mix of fear, awe, and strange admiration. 

				His father seemed to back down, but only slightly. He remained silent as Lorch knelt before her, carefully placing a hand on Arii’s chin, tilting her face to meet his. 

				Her eyes met pools of ocean blue, the young man’s lips curling ever so slightly as he said.

				“Welcome to the Red Guard, Arii Clearwater…”
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Chapter Three



				King Lorch’s party ended right after the commotion of the night. 

				What party goers were left were quickly ushered from the room as a group of guards and servants began the difficult task of removing the cooling, monstrous scaly mass, and set about repairing the cathedral window. Blood trickled down the beast’s neck from the kitchen knife lodged in its brain, the ominous drip, drip, drip the only kind of music now in the emptying room.

				The older man with grey flecked hair, Hawke, knelt by the beast and surveying the perfectly placed precision of the blade which had slid through soft tissue in perhaps the only part of the animal’s skull without thick bone. He seemed the only one not to be repulsed, the expression on his weathered face was thoughtful, thick brows pulled together. 

				“Incredible…” he mused, as he stood to face Valdis Kruel. 

				The copper haired man’s face was unreadable, but the air around him crackled with carefully suppressed anger. 

				“What is?” snapped Valdis, in a foul mood. Or perhaps that was his natural temperament. Arms were folded across his chest as he surveyed the Commander of the Red Guard. “That a plain serving girl knew the anatomy of a Kryvern enough to know how to bring the beast down with a single stroke?” he snarled, his form radiating disapproval.

				Commander Hawke slowly stood and stared at the King’s Hand. “I would like to speak to the girl if I may,” he said, a statement and not a question. Valdis knew the Commander would question the girl with or without his permission.

				With a curt, dismissive nod of approval, Valdis turned and stormed from the throne room, a procession of guards hot on his heels, leaving Hawke with the remaining castle staff to deal with the clean-up. 

				Hawke nodded to the guards and headed towards the castle hall, turning for the room where the woman had been taken while they organised a place for her at the training barracks. 

				As Hawke neared the room, he eyed the two guards posted at the door and nodded. The two men saluted before shifting aside to let him enter the room.

				Inside, the woman stood by the window, surveying the dark night outside. The sound of a gale battered the windows, and torchlight flickering in the distant grounds. She could see the glittering lights of the homes connected to the castle grounds, little embers of light slowly flickering out one by one as the town nestled down for the night.

				Her body slowly turned, her eyes lifting to watch as Commander Hawke entered the room, leaving the door open behind him. Silently the guards followed, taking up positions either side. He would not meet alone with this unknown woman, who had single-handedly just taken down one of the most feared beasts in the land. She stood like a slender shadow, the moonlight bathing her face in silver, her dark eyes fixed on the men.

				Hawke lifted a hand, approaching her calmly. 

				“My name is Hawke Roe. I am the leading Commander of the Red Guard,” he said, face crinkling in a smile. 

				Arii got a sense of kindness from this man, whose dark-bearded face had seen many Summers. 

				He did not radiate an air of hatred like his superior. 

				Arii dipped into a practiced courtesy, remembering her manners. It was not normal practice for an assassin to bow to anyone but the Fates, and she had to make a mental note on when to do so properly. 

				Rising, Arii offered the man a small smile. 

				“Arii Clearwater, Sir,” she replied, and Hawke nodded gently. 

				“I know your name and believe the entire kingdom of Fythnar will too, soon. You are the King’s saviour, after all,” he paused before adding, “Very impressive, I must say. How does a mere serving girl manage to move with as much grace as an acrobat?” 

				His eyes were inquisitive, no air of malice, just pure curiosity. 

				Arii shrugged, before realising the gesture may come across as rude. 

				She lowered her gaze to the marble floor. 

				“I have not always been a maid. Before I was stuck scrubbing pots and pans, I was part of a traveling circus. My act was the trapeze.” 

				Hawke’s lips twitched, as if he would laugh but he was far too polite to do so now. 

				“Truly? Well that is not at all hard to believe,” he said, the skin around his eyes crinkling. In his prime, Hawke Roe would have been a very handsome young man. 

				“Miss Clearwater, it seems your talents are being wasted in the kitchens, so if you’ll come with me, I will show you to the barracks.” 

				Turning, Hawke motioned for her to come.

				Without pause, Arii followed the Commander as they moved through the candle-lit castle halls. 

				Arii’s eyes roved the elaborate golden walls and watched as her dull, doe-eyed reflection tracked her movements. She wondered just how much gold had been used to create the castle – everywhere she looked featured the reflective material.

				Soon they approached a small open space, and Arii’s braid whipped behind her as a gust of fresh air pummelled them. The hallway to the barracks was open to the elements, the night air cool and crisp. Until that moment, Arii had not noticed how much she had needed to inhale fresh night air. 

				The sudden temperature change from warm to cool had her skin pebbling with gooseflesh, her lungs expanding in welcome of the cool, fresh air. It soothed her insides and caused a small shiver to skitter down her spine.

				The rumbling crash of the colossal waterfall could be heard, a light spray of water fluttering up to coat the balustrades in a wet sheen. 

				If Arii was clumsy, she would have easily slipped on the wet floors, but she was a Fae, and Fae were not clumsy.

				As the group entered the barracks, the guards stationed themselves around the entry and settled for the night. Hawke motioned to the room, filled with a line of beds on each side. 

				Already occupying most of the beds were a motley crew of young men and women, all of their attention shifting to the new addition to their group. Most expressions held curiosity, and some awe. They had all no doubt seen her slaying of the beast from their stations around the throne room during the celebrations.

				Hawke motioned to the occupants of the room.

				“This is Miss Arii Clearwater, the newest recruit to our contingent. Show her to the bathing rooms and ensure she is given a uniform. She will be joining you in training from tomorrow morning.” 

				With a quick nod to Arii, Hawke turned on his heel and slipped from the room, leaving her before a small sea of curious eyes.

				A young female was the first to approach, closely followed by the remainder of the room. Questions as well as some dazzling profanities erupted from their lips, a flurry of “How did you-” and “Nyx’s arse that was amazing!” and “Holy hells a Kryvern!” and “How in the Gods did you get to the King so fast?!”

				Arii remained silent, her eyes cataloguing each face in the room and burning them to memory. 

				The woman who approached first spun and waved her arms at the others in an attempt to calm their excitement. 

				“Shut up, all of you! Give the girl some room!” she bellowed. 

				Arii’s eyes noted her pointed ears and delicately uptilted golden eyes. Her light brown hair was pulled into a knot atop her head, accentuating her high cheekbones and small nose. She was definitely of elven heritage. 

				Closest to her was a slender male, his face bearing a striking resemblance to the elven female. Most certainly a sibling, the two looked almost identical. 

				When Arii remained silent, the female tilted her head inquisitively as the remaining recruits quietened down. 

				“I’ll bet you’re tired, not every day you fight a Kryvern and survive without a scratch.” She gave a reassuring smile. “Let us get you to the bathing rooms to wash up, then to a cot to rest, eh? There’s one free by me.” She took Arii’s arm gently. 

				Arii’s hairs stood on end at the contact, and she had to chant a mantra in her head that she was under cover. Any other day and she would have this female against the wall with a dagger in her throat for touching her. 

				Swallowing thickly, Arii pressed back the thought and forced her lips to twitch in a sorry attempt at a replying smile. 

				Kindness, this girl was showing kindness. 

				It seemed the gesture was so foreign to the Fury that she had to remind herself that not everyone was a cold, stone hearted killer, like those she spent most of her time with at the School of Fate.

				“Thank you,” she murmured and allowed the woman to lead her towards the bathing rooms, straight through the lines of beds. 

				“I’m Tikkani by the way, this-” she cocked her head at the boy trailing close behind, “-is my twin brother Emerson,” she said, her tone conversational and light. Arii’s eyes quickly surveyed the boy, his light brown hair cropped short with a fringe and his eyes tilted and gold in hue, a male replica of Tikkani. 

				Interesting. Twins were rare in this land. 

				Tikkani’s eyes darted to her brother, and Arii swore for a few moments they spoke to each other without words. The boy, without a sound, rested a neatly folded pile of clothing by the door and slipped back out of the bathing rooms to where curious eyes still watched. 

				Arii eyed Tikkani and was met with a grin. “Oh, don’t worry! I’ll make sure none of those slack jawed lumps come snooping while you bathe.” With a wink and a twist, Tikkani breezed from the room and closed the door behind her.

				Arii’s hand lifted to her chin as she stared at the back of the closed door, grazing the skin where not a short time ago King Lorch’s fingers had lifted her face to meet his. His eyes, like deep pools of sapphire, had drunk her in with an intensity and intelligence she had not been expecting of the young man. She recalled his look of pure awe, his lips parting before he spoke. 

				In her stomach, a flame ignited, and she soon was ripping off her servant garb, desperate to be under the hot water and washing away the thoughts now racing through her mind. 

				Gods it had been too long… Stupid, basic desires. 

				She reprimanded her traitorous body before throwing her clothes to the floor, turning on the water and stepped into the piping hot stream as the room filled with steam.

				
~~~


				The golden light of dawn filtered through the windows of the barracks, closely followed by the rustling of blankets. Moans and groans filled the cool stone room as its occupants began to wake. 

				Tikkani lifted her head, a bird’s nest where her carefully pulled knot was the night before, her golden eyes groggy with sleep. She stared over at the cot containing their newest recruit and snorted as she saw she was already up and dressed, the mass of her dark brown hair expertly weaved into a thick braid falling casually over her shoulder. 

				Ariiaya sat lightly slouched, legs parted as she leaned forward with a look of a hawk surveying a mouse, her dark eyes unreadable. 

				“Oh fuck me…” groaned Tikkani, pressing her face into the pillow. “Another early riser…”  

				Her brother Emerson began batting her with his pillow. 

				“Gods Emer, I’m getting there okay?!” she moaned, slowly sitting up and rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands. 

				Emerson looked at Arii apologetically. “Apologies, Miss, Tikkani is not a morning person, nor does she have a filter for her crude, disgusting mouth.” 

				He ducked his head in a motion she took to be shy. Arii’s brow quirked at this as the boy’s cheeks blossomed with a tinge of pink, and he swiftly began making his cot, his eyes not meeting hers again.

				Arii held back a smirk. Emerson seemed almost scared of her. 

				Good.

				The heavy door to the barracks opened and Commander Hawke entered, clad in a dark and much more carefully tailored version of their recruit uniforms. Like theirs, his featured the Kruel family crest, a reptile. Except the open jaws of his insignia were smelted from gold. The pin glittered on his tunic. 

				“Good morning recruits, I trust you all slept well given last night’s events,” his eyes immediately finding Arii as the crew quickly lined up at the ends of their beds. 

				Some nodded, some replied with a curt Yessir!. Arii remained silent, feeling the weight of the Commander’s gaze.

				“I will be taking Miss Clearwater from you today, for a short stint in the training ring. I need to see what weapons sing best with our fresh blood here,” he nodded at her. 

				Without delay, Arii moved towards him, and he called to the others. “Muck the stalls and help load the carts. There is much to tidy after the King’s celebrations last night.” 

				As Arii accompanied the Commander from the quarters, her keen hearing picked up the protests of the recruits at having to be on clean up duty. She suppressed a smile, knowing she would feel much the same. After a particularly bloody job, she left the dirty work to a cleaning crew of Shifters. They would converge on the scene as rats, cats and small inconspicuous animals, then shift to their true forms and carry out the cleaning without prying eyes. 

				Brilliant… That had been Krepth’s idea.

				The morning air was mild, the sky overcast with grey as Arii followed the Commander. The silence was heavy, and slightly uncomfortable – but Arii guessed the feeling was one sided. She felt on edge, eager to get away and fulfil her mission so that she could head home.

				Servants bustled about nearby as they followed a neat path towards a structure with a gently pointed roof, the walls either side of the entrance hung with dark red drapery stitched with gold lace, the family crest stitched into the heavy fabric. 

				They entered a stone-lined room with high ceilings and a centre marked with a ring of chalk. On the far right was an impressive array of weapons propped on a wooden board. 

				Arii’s eyes found the daggers first, then slid to Hawke as he approached the stand. He picked out a polished sliver sword, lifting the weapon and surveying it with dark brown eyes. He turned and twisted his wrist, the sword whirring through the air before he pointed the tip at Arii. 

				“I figured you are already gifted with smaller blades, having studied the precision of the knife in the Kryvern’s skull,” he said without preamble, throwing the sword to her, hilt first. Arii caught the sword neatly, her brows narrowing as she curled her fingers around the smooth velvet hilt. 

				Keen eyed bastard, she thought, watching as Hawke drew his own sword and motioned to the ring in the centre of the room. 

				“Lucky shot,” was all Arii replied, canines pressed into the flesh of her tongue behind her lips. 

				Too keen eyed.

				Hawke brandished his sword and it whistled through the air as he dropped into a fighter’s stance, hand raised to motion Arii forward. Arii stared, hesitant but not out of fear. Hawke was far too observant, and she knew she would have to act cautiously. From the round shells of his ears, Arii knew the man was human, perhaps aged in his mid-fifties.

				It would be a shame to have to kill him…

				When Arii entered the ring, Hawke wasted no time to begin his assault. His sword cut the air and headed directly towards her side. Her own sword jerked and met his with a metallic clang, and was soon defending her left side, then middle. She met him blow for blow, and the Commander twisted with a swiftness belied by his age, skill moulded from years of service. His strikes were like that of a cobra, aimed at her thigh and causing her to angle her sword to avoid the metal slicing her leg. 

				He was talented, she gave him that. Hence his title she supposed. 

				With a few more parries, the sound of metal on metal echoed throughout the training room to the beat of a silent rhythm.

				After ten minutes of solid swordplay, Hawke slowed his advance and stepped back. 

				A slow smirk slid across his weathered features. 

				“Just as I thought,” he said, “Prior training with arms. Impressive.” He lifted the sword. “Where did you learn to fight like that?” he demanded, his tone serious but not unkind. 

				Breathing hard, Arii was surprised at the old man’s forwardness. She was not winded by any means, but she was not expecting the attack. 

				“Sword thrower at the circus…” she panted in response, her teeth flashing in a cocky grin. “Taught me the way of the sword every day, before swallowing them down his gullet for entertainment.” 

				She lifted a brow as the Commander blanched at her. 

				Cool it Arii, he is already suspicious of you… her mind hissed, and her grin vanished. 

				“Sir,” she finished, straightening her stance and lowering the sword. 

				“Truly impressive…” said Hawke, his chocolate eyes regarding her with a respect and curiosity he had not felt in a long while. “I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me a little more about your time before you were a servant?” 

				When he was met with a cool glare and a stoic expression, Hawke’s teeth flashed in a quick smile as he chuckled. “A woman of few words, I see. Well, more will be revealed in good time. Something tells me you are not the deep conversational type.” 

				Again, he was spot on, sharp and eagle eyed like his namesake.

				He turned and surveyed the weapon stand, plucking out four daggers and turning to her. 

				“Show me again how you are with daggers, Miss Clearwater.”

				
~~~


				The sun reached its zenith in the sky and was soon retreating to the tip of the hulking mountain range in the distance, bathing the land in the beginnings of a sunset before Arii and Hawke’s training was over. They had sparred for the majority of the day, having only paused for a break at midday for a bite to eat. Hawke’s keen eyes missing nothing as they tested each weapon on the rack, from daggers to a heavy headed mace, to a nasty looking club with spikes on the tip.

				Arii performed best with the daggers of course, but also took well to a bow. She stared down the length of an arrow, eyes narrowed in concentration as the feathers from the fletching tickled her cheek. Hawke stood close by, his expression calm and patient. The duration of the training, Arii had held back her full potential lest the Commander become more suspicious than he already was. 

				Being a Fae had its perks – incredible reflexes, abnormal strength, hypnotic looks and the gift of magic – paired with years of vigorous training and discipline, she was the perfect killing machine. 

				Never in a million years would they allow a Fury within metres of the King. She had been so close last night, enough that she could smell the sweet wine on his breath, see the thickness of his lashes, the tiny dip in between the bow of his perfect lips.

				The arrow loosed with a thwang and embedded itself in the hay target at the end of the training room. The arrow wobbled, having pierced the painted space just to the right of the blood red bullseye. 

				Arii’s eyes darkened. She hated holding back. 

				She was The Fate’s top assassin. 

				She never held back…

				“Close,” murmured Hawke from the sideline, his arms crossed against his chest. “I think that is enough for today, recruit.” Slowly he approached her, his fingers twisting around the grip of the bow. 

				“I trust you remember the way back to the barracks while I tidy up here?” he said, eyeing her. Hawke knew she was distracted, seeing her movements deliberately held back.

				Arii’s eyes lifted to the Commander, nodding curtly. 

				“Yes, thank you,” she said as she passed him the basket of arrows. 

				“Sir,” she added swiftly before bowing at the waist. 

				Manners… her mind chastised.

				Eager to be anywhere but under his prying gaze any longer, Arii was swift to escape. 

				She made her way from the training arena towards the barracks, her eyes sweeping over the golden bathed castle grounds. The gardens were immaculate, filled with thick, lush green trees. The walls encircling the area were tall and solid, gold metal plating causing the sun to reflect across the trees nearby. Itching to explore, Arii wondered – if she were to slip to the King’s rooms and await sundown with a dagger in hand – one deftly stolen from Hawke’s weapon trove and now snug against her thigh – would anyone notice? The few soldiers she had seen were busy marching about, their eyes more preoccupied with the castle walls and beyond than what was inside.

				Arii’s keen eyes narrowed in on a black tuft of fur, just visible from behind a nearby stone wall. 

				Her brows shot up in curiousity. Did the royal family have animals on the grounds? She made a beeline towards it, then slowed as the tail was replaced with a long black muzzle. Following the muzzle was a large lupine head, mischievous green eyes fixed on her as the massive black wolf seemed to smile, white teeth flashing. 

				Krepth.

				No normal wolf would grin at her that way. 

				Quickly she followed, the wolf slipping back behind the wall and out of sight. As she approached, she was greeted by the shadowy form of a man leaning casually against the masonry. 

				“Colour me impressed, little Fury!” Krepth said, his face splitting in a grin. “Your story will be told in taverns for ages! A meek serving girl single-handedly taking down a Kryvern. Brilliant!” 

				He chuckled, sweeping his body into a low, mocking bow. 

				“The King’s saviour, they are calling you. Who would have thought you’d ever be called such a thing?” He snorted a laugh.

				“You?!” 

				Arii’s lips twitched to a smirk. 

				“You’re lucky, Krepth. That Kryvern almost finished the job for me. The Fates would have been furious.”

				Krepth winked slyly. “I never had a doubt, not even for a second.” He flicked her nose with his finger affectionately. 

				Growling and batting his hand away, Arii’s cheeks heated as Krepth pushed away from the wall. Despite her cold and withdrawn persona, he had always insisted on treating her like the little sister he’d never had. Krepth was only two years older than her – but this did not stop her from attempting to kick his arse from time to time.

				The damn wolf was slippery, always evading her frustrated fists.

				Now, those fists remained balled at her side, her lips pursing as he drawled on.

				“I just came to check in, little Fury, and to remind you that time is of the essence.” 
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