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Creatures of the Mountain Fell




MOUNTAIN DENIZENS 


The Gentry


Kings, Queens & their Soulbonded


The High Fae


Magical citizens of the Fell


The fair folk


Magical animals, plants & creatures of the Fell




VOID TOUCHED


The Elder Fae


Gentry corrupted by the Void


The Ferals


High Fae corrupted by the Void


The voidlings


Fair folk corrupted by the Void


















  
  

Rings


There are three interconnected entities called Rings in the Mountain Fell. 





Land Rings

Permanent Rings of trees, standing stones, or other natural markers that channel the energy of the land. Rulers may bond to a Land Ring, giving them control of the area connected to it. The Land ring at the center of each of the Nine Lands is referred to as The Heart of the Land, and is where a High Ruler stakes their claim. Rulers may allow travel between Land Rings, which acts predictably. For most Land Rings, this allows travel anywhere within their Land and one Land over. The Heart of the Land allows travel to any other Heart, as long as the current Ruler has their Land open for visitors 

Wild Rings

Created by the fair folk, these temporary rings of mushrooms, flowers, rocks, or dancing lights temporarily create a means to travel anywhere in the Nine Lands or beyond. Legend says that a whispered prayer to the Mountain can take you to where your heart most desires to go, but only the foolheardy take that chance. These rings appear and dissapear without warning, and never take you to the same place twice. 

Fae Rings

A Fae Ring is composed of between three, six, and nine High Fae who Soulbond to a Ruler, becoming one of the Gentry. Each Soulbonded takes on one nine roles, which they hold through their reincarnations. Most Rulers have three Bonded, High Rulers have six, and the Ruler of Earth and Sky has nine.
















































  
  

The Magic of the High Fae & Gentry


All High Fae are born with the magic of their homeland; it is their primary magic and their most powerful inheritance. They are also graced with secondary powers from the lands touching theirs on each side, above, and below. The color of their eyes determines how much magic they can wield. All Fae are born with Rose eyes. As their reservoirs grow, their Gazes darken. This stops when they reach their mature strength around twenty. Fair Folk also wield magic, but it idoes not follow predictable rules.





Light Eyes



Rose

Copper

Azure


Median Eyes

Verdant

Golden

Violet


Dark Eyes

Crimson

Silver

Obsidian












  
  
Rings Roles




Knight


Defends the Ruler


Warden


Defends the Ring 


Blade


Defends the Land 





Heart


Nurtures the Ruler


Keeper


Nurtures the Ring


Seer


Nurtures the Land





Herald


Speaks for the Ruler


Senechal


Speaks for the Ring


Envoy


Speaks for the Land
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Chapter 1

To Catch a Mouse


Mouse, I doubt I will ever forget the day we met…





Ilyas the Oathbreaker needed a mousetrap. 

His name alone still brought terror to the hearts of all who heard it. He had commanded the armies of the dread Queen Maevian Oriset in her war of oppression, had slaughtered thousands of her enemies, and killed even her in the end. It was, therefore, irksome beyond reason that this mouse had evaded him for weeks.

The sun rode high in the sky, bathing the nearby village of Whispsong in golden light. Within the Land of Grass, the afternoons always bordered on too hot. Looking up and squinting his Silver eyes, Ilyas searched for any sign of rain. He rolled his shoulders, then tucked his wings tightly against his back as not a single cloud met his questing gaze. Rain would have meant fewer people out and about. Ilyas didn’t like crowds. Someone always took issue with his wings, which clearly marked him as a High Fae from the Land of Vine. So far, no one in Whispsong had made a fuss about it, but it was only a matter of time.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t delay this trip any longer. He had some leather that needed to go to market and some ready for the tanner, but those could have waited. The damn mouse could not.

The buildings of Whispsong were squat, long, and square, unlike those back home in Vine. There, everything was built high in the giant jungle trees that blocked out the sun. Here, sun was all there was. Endless savannahs of swaying grass extended in every direction, and all the houses were whitewashed and blinding. It was the same with clothing, and though Ilyas wore a cream tunic and a pair of thin, light-blue pants that hung to mid-shin, the illusion of fitting in wouldn’t survive a second glance. Under the baggy pants and roughly-patched shirt, he had a warrior’s body. Vine Fae were built for combat, and while the locals of Grass could shapeshift into ferocious fighters, Ilyas still towered over them. If he was lucky, though, he would be in and out before anyone noticed Ilyas didn’t belong.

As he strode into town, the villagers were hard at work weaving, sewing, or dyeing cloth. Lesser faeries—an odd assortment of tiny, winged skitterlings, knee-high crystalline druzies, and willowy, tree-like mosskin—were scattered among the High Fae, silently laboring at their side. The lesser fae were normally not a bother, but as of late the skitterlings in the area had been more of a pest than usual. Ilyas would have blamed them for his missing food, but his protective wards should have kept them out of the cave. One skitterling in particular buzzed in front of his face, speaking in its high-pitched foreign tongue. Ilyas understood none of it. He swatted the creature away.

The first stall he stopped at was willing to buy his skins. When he received half the expected profit, he gave the man a confused look. “Why so low?”

“Haven’t ya heard? War’s a’comin’ again. High King Ashan of Vine has taken Sunreach and plans on replacing Queen Maribell’s hold on the Land with a puppet King of his own,” the stout man explained with a shake of his head.

Ilyas scowled. The death of Mad Queen Maevian had left the Plane of Zenith—and him in particular—with problems aplenty. Did her son really have to pick up her mantle? Idiot.

Not just my son. Your son too, my Silver Shade, a sneering voice whispered out of his past, but Ilyas pushed it away. Just because he had sired the boy, it didn’t make him responsible for Ashan’s choices now that he was full-grown.

Snapping out of it, Ilyas sighed, then nodded to the merchant. “That will do, then. Thank you.” New wars were best left to those who wanted to be involved. His cave was remote enough for him to enjoy his treasured peace and quiet. Of course, these days his cave wasn’t quite the haven it had been for the past year.

At the general store, Ilyas stopped at the counter and grunted, “Mousetraps?” For all of his magical strength, control over animals was not something he could do. That talent lay with Faeries born in, or bordering, the Land of Evergreen.

The clerk pointed to a nearby shelf. “Got a rodent problem?”

“Hope so,” Ilyas answered, because there was one other possible reason his food stores kept dwindling faster than he ate them, and he didn’t feel like bloodying his knives inside a thief. He was trying to do less killing these days.

The clerk leaned on his counter, smoking a cigar that smelled like it was from Herb. “I do as well. Nuisances. You should get a cat. Say,” he paused, “I’ve seen you around a few times now, stranger. I’m Gremal. What’s your name? Live nearby? You shouldn’t be out there alone. We’ve had a rash of Feral sightings the past few days.” The man took a long puff of his cigar. Blowing out the smoke, he continued, “I’m hoping they stay away, but I’d suggest taking precautions. We have some Violet-strength ward-staves piled in the center of town. You may want to stay close by, just in case.”

Ilyas tried to suppress a grimace at the inane chatter. “I can handle Ferals. It’s other people I want nothing to do with.”

“Fair enough. I thought I’d offer to send my lad around with an Evergreen vermin-catching spell, but it sounds like you aren’t keen for company. Looking for anything else?”

Ilyas hesitated, his desire to stay out of current politics warring with his need to know if there was a threat coming his way. “Heard about King Ashan’s conquest of Grass. Is he doing it the same way the Mad Queen did?”

Even asking hurt, but he had to know. If his long-estranged son was Earthbonding his soldiers and citizens against their will to use them in the meatgrinder of Vine expansionism, Ilyas would have to go back and kill Ashan, too. He had spared the boy after killing his mother, but only because Ashan had been a child at the time. Ilyas had hoped, apparently in vain, that Ashan wouldn’t follow in his mother’s footsteps.

“Haven’t heard that in particular, but who knows with Vine. No offense, of course, but your people are…” the shopkeeper gestured vaguely in the air with a pudgy hand, “known for your extremes.”

Ilyas grunted. “Any sightings of Willow of Herb, with Vine on the warpath again?”

Gremal shrugged. “The Warden? None that I’ve heard. Come to think of it, I’d really expect to. Wonder what ever happened to him?”

With no answer to give or inclination to theorize about his old enemy-turned-uneasy-friend, Ilyas finished shopping, handed over the majority of the money he had just earned, and left. He had reached the edge of town when a rock bounced off the back of his head, causing him to swivel around, Silver eyes searching the street.

“Go back where you came from, Vine scum,” a man’s voice called out, but he was either smart or cowardly enough to not show himself. Ilyas’ hands contracted into fists in his pockets, but he didn’t summon his knives or turn towards the source of the voice. He didn’t even twitch his aching wings.

Instead, he knelt and picked up the pebble, hefting it in his hand. It was smooth and flat—a good rock for skipping. Or to hit a mouse.

He slipped it into his pocket and turned his back on Whispsong.

Once he was out of sight of the town, Ilyas stretched his wings wide. He hated keeping them so tight against his back, but it was the only way he could be certain no one would recognize him as the Mad Queen’s lover and general. If they did, there would be trouble, and he had done so well for the past year. After working the tightness out of his wings, he called a breeze to help him lift off.

As he flew, Ilyas studied the landscape. Near the border of Vine and Grass, a barrier of rocky jagged mountains rose to separate the two Lands. The savannahs of Grass led into mountains, which gave way to a thick, untamed jungle between one step and the next. That was the way all the borders between the Lands worked. He had long ago decided that questioning why was beyond him. Matters of war, matters of killing… Those he knew well. Geography was better left to the stuffy monastic scholars of Herb.

His home, a cave situated looking out over the endless mountains and the rolling planes. During the early evening, it afforded Ilyas a beautiful view when he took the time to enjoy it. Instead of landing at the entrance, he glided to the ground a short distance from his cave. It wasn’t too high in the mountains, but the way in was difficult for someone who couldn’t fly. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that the faerie ring which had appeared a few weeks ago was still there, blue crystals glittering in the sunlight. Damned lesser faeries. Couldn’t the blasted creatures leave his corner of the wilderness alone? Maybe that was where all the skitterlings buzzing around the cave had come from.

Carefully, he walked along the jagged ledge that led to his home, testing each step before putting his weight down. It wouldn’t be the first time the ground had fallen from under him, too dry and brittle to hold his weight.

At the entrance, he stopped and listened. It was reflex by then, so Ilyas actually twitched when a noise broke the expected silence. It was faint, but something—or someone—was inside his cave. He considered the rock for a moment, before deciding that his hands would do just fine. With quiet, slow steps, he closed his eyes and walked into the darkness. He had deliberately left things out to trip up potential intruders, and memorized every inch of his domain. Including his stores of food.

As he crept closer, the sound became louder. Enough to make out that it wasn’t a mouse. No, it was the worst kind of vermin: a thief. His jaw tightened. Give them food and get rid of them if they are young… if not... a shallow grave is easy to dig... he thought, silently stalking closer to the unwary thief. How long had it been since he had realized his stores were going missing? The amount taken was too small to suggest a band of thieves, so it had to be one person. How had they stayed hidden for so long?

As soon as he was in easy reach of the thief, Ilyas conjured a ball of light behind his head, giving him a brief look at his prey.

She was short enough that he almost mistook her for a child, but her tattered clothes hung off a woman’s curves. Her hands—tanned, freckled, and smudged with dirt—were wrist-deep in his rice. Rice that went flying when he grabbed her. She yelped and stumbled back, turning towards him as she did so.

It was then that he caught sight of her heart-shaped face, framed by coarse, shoulder-length blue hair. She might have been pretty, had her face not been covered in grime and twisted into an expression of terror.

His Silver eyes were full of anger, but as they met her fearful, Golden ones something grabbed hold of his entire being. An overwhelmingly pleasant feeling trickled through his veins, like sitting next to a fire on a long, cold night. Forming in his limbs, heat coursed through his body until settling over his heart, in the veritable roar of sensation indicative of a SoulBond forming between a High Fae and the Ruler they were meant to serve.

The little mouse tried to yank her arm away, and in his shock, his hand went slack. For a brief moment, his mind’s eye conjured the Mad Queen’s face over this girl’s. Instead of blue hair framing Golden eyes, he saw long dark locks and Obsidian eyes. He could hear the roar of the waterfalls from the day the Mad Queen had forced Ilyas to Bond with her at the center of the Land of Vine. He could smell the blood from when his fingers had wrapped around Maevian’s throat centuries later, severing that Bond and freeing him.

Then he blinked, and all he could see were the frightened eyes of the little mouse—and Queen—that his soul had just been Bonded to without his permission.

“Not again,” Ilyas growled, as he reached out to grab her with the speed only a Vine warrior could achieve. “Never again.”
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Chapter 2

Burgled & Bonded


Since I cannot guarantee that I won’t die, I wanted to write this letter. This way, should I fall tomorrow, you will know what you mean to me and how grateful I am that you barreled into my life and changed every facet of it.





Skye had known her luck was bound to run out eventually. As she crouched in the dark next to the burlap sack of rice, shoveling handfuls into a pouch, the Faerie Queen was well aware of the dangerous game she played. Three weeks earlier, she had stumbled out of a faerie ring not far from this cave. Had she not found it full of provisions, Skye might have jumped right back into the faerie ring and taken her chances at another blind leap across the Lands of the Mountain Fell, but the lure of food had been too strong. 

Starvation, Skye found, had always made her dumb. Normally, she would have searched for some out-of-the-way farm that needed extra hands for the harvest. Busy people didn’t usually ask questions about where she came from or her lack of magic. With her body weak from a summer cough that had laid her out for months, though, Skye doubted there was a Faerie alive that would hire her. Going into town wasn’t an option, so thievery was the only choice left. Being a thief was better than being discovered as a Faerie Queen.

Vine was hunting for those.

Hopefully, this would be the last time she would have to steal from the inhabitant of this cave. Her bag was big enough for two weeks of supplies, if she was careful. It might take that long to find another source of food, but the Vine Faerie who lived here was growing suspicious. She had to get out before he got home.

Skye was so focused on her plan that when the strong hand closed upon her wrist, she let out a high-pitched scream. Rice went flying. She jerked back, twisting to face her assailant. The light he had conjured was right behind his head, blinding her and casting his features in darkness. He towered above her, a silhouette of muscular shoulders and huge wings, with a glint of bared teeth.

Skye yanked her hand away. She expected resistance, but his grip went slack, sending her sprawling onto the ground as he let out a sharp gasp.

Scrambling to her feet in a panic, Skye got a whole step away before he grabbed her again. She swiveled, using his hold as leverage to drive her knee squarely into his balls. The Vineman cursed and doubled over at the unexpected attack, letting go. Skye took her opportunity and bolted.

“When I get my hands on you…” he growled. A shimmering ward of Silver essence formed at the entrance to the cave, blocking her way.

Leviathan curse him!

Silver was the second-most powerful eye color. Bad. She would never have stolen from him if she’d realized he held a Silver Gaze. Skye danced back a few steps, teetering as she avoided tripping over any of the crates and baskets of supplies.

Void beyond, why was her luck so bad these days?

“Listen, whatever-your-name-is. I was going to pay you back as soon as I had the money.”

He lunged for her again, and Skye darted to the right, pulling her coat around herself. A single thought activated its magic, making her invisible. It wouldn’t do much good against a man whose every sense was heightened, but any advantage helped. Oh, how she wished she still had magic.

The ball of Faerie-light the man had created moved up to the center of the cave. “You eyeless bitch,” he snarled. “Come out of hiding and I’ll consider not beating you within an inch of death. Just give me back my food you’ve stolen, and you can go.”

It wouldn’t be a bad deal if she still had any of the food she had stolen over the last few weeks. “Can’t do that. Needed it to live. I am really, really sorry.”

To be on the safe side, Skye scampered away from where she had spoken, her bare feet quiet on the rocky ground. The Vineman lunged at the place she had been, arms closing on thin air. Skye tiptoed towards the back of the cave with every intention of fleeing into the dark tunnels down there. There was a chance she might get lost or cornered, but it was better than getting caught.

The man stopped and inhaled deeply. He looked around, then closed his eyes. His body stilled, and she could feel his essence wash over her. Cool water over warm skin, a sizzle of deep power. It brushed against her skin, making her shiver. Skye didn’t move, holding her breath, and prayed to the Mountain itself that he didn’t sense her.

He shouldn’t. Whatever had taken away Skye’s magic had also made her a null-spot. Power slid right off her, especially when she was using her coat.

Everything was fine.

He wouldn’t find her.

A hunting knife appeared in his hand out of nowhere and in a fluid motion, he threw it with shocking accuracy. The weapon sparked off the wall, missing Skye’s head by inches before bouncing and skittering along the floor. Startled, Skye nearly jumped out of her skin, gasping in fear. The Vineman swiveled to face her as his eyes opened, and looked directly at her. “I can smell how afraid you are. Show yourself, and we can work something out.”

Skye blinked, then clamped her hands over her mouth to muffle her scream as he moved toward her with unnatural speed. He stopped hardly a foot away, his eyes searching the area. Skye swallowed very, very slowly, not daring to so much as breathe. Too close. He was too close.

She realized, belatedly, that her eyes were squeezed shut in fright. That was beyond stupid. Skye forced them open, meeting and holding his Silver ones for the first time without a blinding light behind him.

Everything stilled. Those eyes bored into hers and, like the quicksilver they resembled, his soul poured into Skye and wrapped around the core of her being. She could have sooner stopped her own heart from beating than halt the connection forming between them. Even as terror consumed her, the part of Skye that was a Faerie Queen roared to life.

He is yours, it whispered.

The realization hit her like a charging ram: Soulbond. Queens and Kings were born into the Gentry—the highest echelon of Fae society—but every Ruler elevated others. Each Soulbonded formed part of a Faerie Ring, the group of Faeries that facilitated a Ruler’s rise to power and helped them in their work. Skye had read that in a book once and had subsequently done everything she could to avoid Soulbonds. Just like she was avoiding thinking about the terrifying Silver-Eyed Faerie in front of her by focusing on a book.

This is a very bad time to freeze, Skye.

Reflexively stepping back, she tripped on a basket. Flailing wildly to keep her balance, and with a distressed cry, Skye lost her footing. An electric zing passed between them when he caught her, the hood of her coat falling back and making her visible again. The Bond settled into place, wrapping around her like a noose. Skye tried to yank away but his hold on her only tightened as he stepped forward, slamming her against the cave wall.

“Let me go,” she squeaked while squirming to get free.

With one arm, he pressed her against the cool stone and held her there. Those Silver eyes flashed dangerously as he leaned in. “Hold still.”

His free hand patted down her body. Shivering in panic, Skye wondered what he was about to do. Until she realized he was searching her pockets and bags on her belt. When he seemed satisfied that she had no more of his food, he dropped her.

The ward at the entrance to the cave vanished and her Bonded backed away, teeth bared, “Get out. Your kind has brought me nothing but trouble. I want nothing to do with you.”

Skye’s feet hit the ground and didn’t hesitate. Bond or no, those wings marked the Silver-Eyed Faerie as being from warring, brutal Land of Vine. Skye wanted nothing to do with him either. She sprinted for the opening of the cave, half-expecting the ward to pop back up.

There was an uncomfortable tug in her chest as she fled, but the Queen ignored the pull to her Bonded. If the Mountain wished to saddle her with a Bond, she would tell it what she always did whenever she stubbed her toe on a rock: go collapse into the Void and die.

Skye skidded to a halt near the edge of the ravine, just shy of toppling down the mountain. Banking a hard left up the rocky path, she scrambled and jumped from rock to rock with every intention of getting as far from the Vineman as possible. The sun burned her eyes after weeks of hiding in the dark caves, but that didn’t stop her.

A strange scream did.

It rent the air as she rounded the bend, shrill and inhuman. Skye stumbled, squinting into the brightness.

What now?

Stopping to listen, she looked around, then wished she hadn’t.

Dark shapes were crawling up the sheer slope to her location. Some of them looked vaguely like High Fae, but most did not. Extra limbs protruded from their torsos, hands twisted into talons, and faces bristled with too many eyes and teeth. Their skin was patchy, some sections smooth and others scaled or feathered.

Feral Fae.

“Seriously?”

Had she offended some luck spirit or something? The last thing she needed was Ferals.

Between the larger ones, little voidlings scuttled and leapt from rock to rock, their shapes even more bizarre and disturbing. Scuffling and snarling sounds were replaced by a shrill shriek as one with too many eyes spotted her.

Void above!

Skye’s gaze darted to the faerie ring on the valley floor far below. Could she make it? It was unlikely. The distance was too great and she would have to go through the mass of Ferals, but would that be preferable to the alternatives?

No time to think about it.

One of the monsters leapt onto the ledge further down the path, letting loose another bloodcurdling scream.

Almost tripping on her own feet in her hurry, the Queen turned and raced back the way she had come. She barreled into the entrance of the cave, pressed herself to the wall just inside, and turned frightened eyes to the Vineman. “Put the ward back up. Now!”

A thin ray of Silver essence crashed into the wall next to her head, exploding it in a burst of sharp stone shards. Several embedded themselves in the arm Skye flung up to protect her face, the pain sharp.

Her Void-damned Bonded hadn’t even looked at Skye, but his open hand was pointing straight at her. “Leave.”

“But there are—” she tried.

His hand shifted, fingers flexing threateningly. Then his eyes met hers. “Last chance, thief. I’ve killed Rulers before. Run.”

Balling up her fists, Skye bellowed back, “Ferals.” Which she would have already told him if he had shut up for two bloody seconds.

Her Bonded opened his mouth just as a howl echoed through the caves. His eyes flew wide and Skye felt the Vineman’s essence wash over her as it flowed through the mountain. He began muttering to himself. It sounded like he was … counting? After the number fifty, his gaze snapped back to her. “Ferals and voidlings. Too many to fight single-handedly. The village below needs to be warned.”

Had he said go warn the village? With Ferals and voidlings out there? Skye opened her mouth to protest and tell him they were staying put. His Silver wards would keep them—

She was cut off when he grabbed her around the waist, tugging Skye close hard enough to knock the breath out of her. Skye yelped and jerked, but the Silver-Eyed brute tightened his grip. He took several running steps then leapt off of the cliff.

She shrieked as they plummeted toward the valley floor before all the air was expelled from her lungs as his wings snapped open to catch the wind. Cursing loudly, Skye wrapped her arms and legs around her Bonded as vertigo assailed her.

They were flying.

She might have been named after the air, but Skye very much preferred having her feet firmly on the ground. In the arms of this man that she didn’t know, she found herself hundreds of feet in the air, diving down through the valley towards—

“No. Nononono. You can’t take me to town. Put me down! NOW!” Between falling to her death and going to town, falling sounded marginally better.

“The Deepest-Gazed Fae I’ve seen there has Golden eyes,” he told her, glancing over his shoulder. “The town is practically undefended, and I have no intention of leaving them, or you, to get torn apart and eaten by a few hundred Ferals.”

Wait. Hundreds?

Her arms tightened around his neck.

He picked up speed, rising further into the air. Behind them, the shrieks and animalistic cries were growing louder, even over the roar of the wind. Skye cracked her eyes open, and immediately wished she hadn’t. Below them was a veritable army of Feral Fae. Their bodies seemed to twist and shift like clay, growing extra limbs as needed to navigate the steep terrain. Feral Faeries—Fae lost to the corrupting touch of the Void—maintained all the powers of their original form, but without the mind to guide them. No longer in control of their own magic, let alone themselves, these had clearly been Shapeshifting Grass natives, which meant—

“What happens when they grow wings?” she asked, panic making her voice quake.

Raising one hand, the man holding her twisted mid-flight and extended his arm in the direction of the Ferals. A ray of Silver power shot out from his hand into the horde. Another ray followed after it, and then another. Each time, the Feral he had targeted disappeared, burned up by the raw essence. The monsters screamed and howled, many growing bat-like wings.

“Shouldn’t we be hurrying?” Skye shouted as he continued to shoot rays of essence into the horde, slowing their speed considerably.

“You could help instead of being useless.” He snarled as he continued, “Either start fighting or shut up and continue being a sack of grain.”

If he wasn’t the only thing keeping Skye from falling to her death, she might have pointed out that if he hadn’t literally flown off with her, she wouldn’t be in this situation. That didn’t seem like the sort of comment that would prolong her life, though.

Cursing again, Skye tried to reach within herself for magic. Any magic. As always, the power that should have been hers given the Golden color of her eyes did not respond. She was supposed to be able to do something. Not so much as a flicker, even though her life might well depend on it. “I can’t.”

Through the nascent Bond between them, his annoyance burned like fire. He muttered something uncomplimentary about Queens and tossed her over his shoulder. “Sack of grain it is.” Pulling his wings in, he dove towards the Ferals that had taken flight. As he got closer, he twisted and spun, gaining momentum with every rotation.

We’ve been Bonded for all of a few minutes, and he’s already going to get me killed.

Skye braced for the bite of teeth and claws ripping her apart.

Silver rays of essence burst from the Vine Faerie, shooting in every direction. These were thin, piercing spikes, meant to wound. Ferals shrieked and fell from the sky as limbs and wings alike were torn asunder, thinning the number of monsters and giving the Vineman an opening he was quick to take advantage of. At the speed they were going, and with his wings pulled in tight, they were clear of the horde within a single heartbeat. As soon as they emerged on the other side of the swarm of flying beasts, he pulled out of the dive, snapped his black-and-white feathered wings wide, and turned back towards the town, using the speed he had gained in the dive.

“Still with me, Queenling?” he asked, sounding winded.

Skye didn’t reply. If she opened her mouth, she was going to vomit.

“Good, I won’t have to deal with you grumbling.”

Says the man doing the grumbling. Void take your wings.

Skye held on tighter to him as he increased his speed, heading towards the last place she wanted to go: civilization.
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Chapter 3

Besieged


My wounds should never have been your problem. I hurt you, and that was wrong of me. Maevian is, and always will be, my burden to bear.





If there was anything Ilyas hated more than Rulers, it was Ferals. The fact that he was holding a Queen in his arms—let alone his Soulbonded Queen—while flying as quickly as he could away from a veritable horde of Ferals, only proved that the Void was out to get him. 

The unnamed Queen from Flower—given her brightly-colored hair currently turning an eye-jarring yellow—continued to do nothing. She just clung to him, making combat and flight more of a challenge. Ilyas didn’t trust putting her down on the ground, not with so many Ferals. This little mouse might have been good at hiding from him while invisible, but she wouldn’t survive two minutes in a valley crawling with monsters. Ferals were drawn to the Gentry, Rulers in particular. What would happen to her if they got her? A death that messy was the last thing he would wish on anyone.

Even a Ruler.

He could hear the shrieks and howls behind him as he flew. His fear gave Ilyas speed, eyes fixed on the edges of Whispsong. The shopkeeper had said that the village had ward-staves to protect the town against this very threat, though why he had never seen any staves posted and ready to use was beyond him. Ilyas could only assume that the villagers thought they would have enough warning to erect them. If that was the case, then the town almost deserved the fate in store for them if they didn’t act quickly. Almost.

Once in view of the first buildings, he used the elemental power of Palm to broadcast a warning through the air in every direction. “Ferals! Erect ward-staves and prepare for attack!” Ilyas had to hope that they listened and were ready when he landed.

The Ferals were only a few hundred yards behind, the reek of their unclean bodies filling his nostrils as he used the power of Vine to heighten his senses as the outlying houses of Whispsong blurred past. Ilyas’ eyes narrowed, searching for a sign that the villagers had heeded his call.

There.

In the square at the center of town, people were pounding ten-foot-tall ward-staves into the dusty ground. Lesser and High Faeries alike scrambled to get there. The High Fae of Grass shapeshifted to run on four legs, becoming smaller and more agile. The lesser faeries did not have that advantage and lagged further behind with every step. Inside the ring of large staves, the old and the young huddled, screams and shouts carrying up to Ilyas.

He got as close as he dared, then dove.

The girl slung over his shoulder dug her nails into his shoulder, but didn’t scream. He hit the ground hard, the impact zinging up his legs. A shrug sent the Queen sliding off him like the useless sack of grain she was. Ilyas didn’t spare her so much as a glance as strode straight at the woman shouting the loudest.

“Status?” he barked, old habits from years of warfare coming to the fore even as he hated himself for it.

“Almost done. Orlo, get that stick up now,” she yelled, looking past Ilyas at a man and youngster struggling with one of the heavy ward-staves. Shimmering Violet wards crackled into existence around each stave. Where they touched or overlapped, the wards joined together, rising higher and higher to form a dome.

In the war, Ilyas had spent years fighting the Faeries from Herb, whose strength lay in making wards like these. Willow, a High Faerie with a powerful Obsidian Gaze that had hounded Ilyas incessantly, had spent every moment of the war using the protective barriers as a weapon against Maevian’s soldiers. The irony that a tool made by the people of Herb was going to protect their deadliest foe kept Ilyas’ mind occupied as he took stock of the situation.

It was better than thinking about the Ferals. Or worse, his Soulbonded Queen.

Ignoring the screams and chaos, Ilyas ran to the last ward-stave being erected, planted his feet, and joined those pushing it upright. With his help, it was pounded into the ground. Above them, the wards joined to form a dome of sizzling Violet essence, giving the sun a sickly and ominous purple tinge.

It was just in time.

The Ferals fell upon the ward. Bodies made of shapeshifted torsos and limbs that never should have been combined slammed against the barrier. The essence that powered it crackled, muffling the sound of the Feral screams as though underwater.

Ilyas shivered and stepped a few paces back, nearly stumbling over one of the lesser faeries hunkering down with the children.

The dome held.

Ferals continued to throw themselves against it, but there were no cracks to get through.

The breath Ilyas had been holding left him in a rush.

After a few seconds to push down the memories of the War that were pouring into his soul like water through a sieve, Ilyas turned to look over the surviving townsfolk. Those who made it in time were gathered together, huddling in fear as close to the center of the dome as possible. A scream from outside the dome made his blood go cold—a family of five, running and calling to let them in as they approached. Behind them ran a handful of crystalline lesser faeries, each only as tall as Ilyas’ knees. He rushed forward, wanting to save them, but skidded to a halt just inside the barrier when he realized it was too late.

With a savage snarl, some of the Ferals battering themselves against the dome turned in the direction of the family’s cries. Ilyas looked away. He braced himself against the shimmering wall with one hand, trying to block out the screams and the wet, tearing sounds. He needed to keep himself together.

A small hand rested gently on his shaking arm.

“It was too late even before they called for help,” the Queen said, Gold eyes fixed on the family being torn to shreds.

Fury filled Ilyas, twisting in his gut and rising to fill every corner of his being. His head snapped around to face her, and it was all he could do not to unleash his essence upon the wretched creature who had Bound herself to his soul. “And what have you done to help, you accursed, thieving mouse? All you’ve done is steal from me and slow me down,” he hissed, yanking his arm away from her touch.

She took a step back, lips compressing into a thin line. “I wouldn’t have slowed you down if you hadn’t carted me off the mountain against my will.”

“You may be able to hide from me, but that,” he said through gritted teeth, pointing outside the barrier as a slobbering mouth bashed against it, “would have found you and done what they did to that family, or worse. Go be a sack of rice elsewhere before I give you to them. The rest of us who will try to keep your high-and-mighty ass from getting killed need to get together and come up with a plan.”

He marched towards the woman who had been giving orders earlier, but the infuriating mouse kept pace with him. “I’d have been fine on my own, and I’m not high and mighty.”

He didn’t answer.

“Hey, I’m talking to you. What’s the plan? Do you have one? Do you need help making one? I’d like to get out of this Void-cursed deathtrap alive, same as you.”

“Nice way you have of showing that. You’re from Flower, right?”

Her hair turned a deep crimson, answering the question. Only Fae from Flower had hair that… painfully expressive.

“Couldn’t you have thrown up an illusion to distract them? Or done whatever it is your people did during the war to protect your capital?”

She huffed and crossed her arms. As she did, her Golden eyes shone in the sunlight. Gold was right in the middle of the nine eye colors, which meant she was more powerful than most of the villagers. That should have made her his number one ally. Pity she was proving utterly worthless.

“I don’t answer to you, you Void-touched lunatic,” the Queen snapped. “Helping your kind isn’t exactly high on my to-do list. Vine Fae have been up my ass for as long as I can remember.”

How long had she been stealing from him? Several weeks? Given how much food had disappeared, she had to have noticed that Ilyas kept to himself and wasn’t out conquering or pillaging. Yet clearly she wanted to think he was like the rest of his brethren. Fool. “Get out of my way, Mouse. Before I squash you.”

He pushed the annoying girl away from him and approached the woman in charge. She was speaking with the man called Orlo, and the shopkeeper, Gremal.

“How long do you think the Ferals will stay?” she asked the two men.

“At least through the night,” Ilyas interjected as he stepped up to join the group. “Ferals tend to be more active at night.” They were going to include him in these conversations whether they liked it or not. It wasn’t that they might not be capable, he just doubted any of them had his experience. He also doubted any of them had anything near the strength of his Gaze, which by the laws of the Fae meant he should be in charge. He didn’t want that responsibility, but the next two with the Deepest Gazes were the Golden-Eyed man, Orlo… and the mouse. And there was no way he was taking orders from her, even though, as a Ruler, she should be in charge.

Turning to face him, the village leader met his eyes and gasped. Apparently, she hadn’t been expecting someone with a Silver Gaze. Verdant eyes widening, she nodded, “Oh. Yes, right. I’m Heather Silkcrest, mayor of Whispsong. Who—”

“Ilyas of Vine.” In war, there was no time for pleasantries. “Now, what are we looking at in terms of—”

“Back up, Vineman,” Orlo barked. “We have this handled and don’t need your help. Your people have ‘helped’ enough as of late.”

Ilyas’ eyebrows rose in amusement at the warrior’s outburst.

“Orlo,” Gremal said with a sigh and shake of his head. “We need all the help we can get right now. We’re surrounded by Ferals and voidlings. Like it or not, we are all trapped together and might as well make the best of it.” Gremal turned back to Ilyas. “I’m glad you could make it, Ilyas.”

“Excuse me, but—” The Queenling tried to butt in, shoving her shoulder between Orlo and Ilyas. A quick flick of his wing sent her sprawling.

“Now, if we’re done with the theatrics,” Ilyas said, staring down Orlo and ignoring the girl, “We need to figure out a plan.”
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Chapter 4

The Fair Folk


I understand now, after fighting so hard against you, that I was only stabbing myself in the foot. Like a fledgling learning how to swing a knife without impaling their own wing, I only have myself to blame.





Tears of frustration tickled the corners of Skye’s eyes as the man to whom she was Bonded steamrolled over her every word. Again. 

He and Mayor Silkcrest were talking. Around them, a group of a dozen or so fighting High Fae stood, butting in from time to time with bits of information.

Yes, this was most of the town’s population.

No, the outlying farms hadn’t made it.

Yes, the ward-staves were at full charge.

No, they hadn’t had time to gather many supplies, though the owner of the general store had vanished much of his inventory and stored it in his Elsewhere. Most others had chosen weapons instead of food.

Every time Skye opened her mouth, her bastard of a Bonded cut her off as though she had nothing useful to say. The only reason she even knew his name was because he had introduced himself to other people.

“Are any Deeper-Gazed Fae due to patrol here soon?” Ilyas asked the mayor. She was standing in place of a Ruler, since the village was too small to have one; Fae Rulers were rare these days, much to Skye’s constant annoyance.

“Not for several weeks, and we didn’t have time to get a message out. We should assume no help is coming.”

Skye opened her mouth yet again to mention the faerie ring she had come through several weeks earlier as a potential means for escape, but her Bonded spoke again. “Then we’ll have to strategize with the resources we have.” He knelt, producing a knife to scratch on the hard-packed dirt.

Skye threw her arms up and walked away. What was the point?

Unfortunately, the moment she turned around, the swarm of Ferals battering themselves against the wards became all she could see. They stalked the perimeter of the ward-staves, beady eyes staring at the people huddled in the square. There were perhaps a couple hundred villagers, all told. Most were High Fae like Skye and the winged idiot. They bore the natural tattoos of the High Fae of the Mosskin Tribe from Grass, tendrils of black ink covering their cheeks and brows. Their eyes were somewhere on the spectrum from Rose, through Copper and down to Azure—the deepest and most powerful of the three lightest eye colors.

The rest of those huddled within the wards were fair folk—or lesser faeries, as the High Fae usually called them. They were much more diverse in appearance. Some were druzies, shorter than her knees, and made of glittering blue crystals. A few were mosskin, tall and willowy with long, spindly fingers perfect for dexterous work. There were also thumb-size skitterlings flitting around. While the High Fae wore clothing, most of the fair folk did not, nor did they mingle with Skye’s kind.

Not seeing anywhere else she could go, Skye wandered over to a group of mosskin and sat down in the middle of them. “Hey, is it alright if I hide here with you?”

Their long faces were covered in lichen, skin more akin to birch bark than to Skye’s soft flesh. One bowed their head low in reverence. “It would be our honor, my Lady.” Their speech was formal yet slow, each syllable distinct.

Skye looked around. “If you could not mention any titles or honorifics, I would appreciate it. He can hear you now,” she whispered, gesturing to Ilyas. Skye didn’t know much about Bonds, but she did know that her ability to hear and speak to the fair folk would be shared with him. That could be dangerous. Unlike the High Fae, fair folk could scent what she was. They always knew. Fortunately, she didn’t often feel the need to hide from them. No fair folk had ever tried to capture her and force her into ruling.

“How can they not realize that the Queen of—”

Skye held up a finger to her lips. “No titles, remember?”

The mosskin tilted their head, small, black eyes with no iris or whites glittering in what Skye guessed was confusion. Slowly, they inclined their head. “As my Lady commands, so it will be. We shall remain silent.”

So the ‘no honorifics’ hadn’t sunk in. Oh well, it never did.

Skye pulled her knees up to her chest and her hood up over her head, vanishing as she activated the magic in her coat. The moment she became invisible, some of the tension in her shoulders eased. She looked around, studying the villagers, then the Ferals. One Feral was staring straight at her, nostrils flaring. They, too, could smell her, and invisibility wouldn’t change that. It was the curse of being born a Queen, and therefore one of the Gentry. Everything connected to the Land and Void took notice of her. Even invisible and without magic, if they had a nose, they knew she was there.

As Skye hugged herself, she reached for the cord around her neck and pulled it out of her shirt. She clutched the large ring that hung on it, thumb rubbing the smooth metal to calm herself. She tried not to stare at the hungry eyes of the Ferals, but failed miserably.

More were showing up. It was not just the large, shapeshifting Ferals—all of whom had once been High Fae. Smaller bodies wove sinuously between their morphing legs. Voidlings were the fair folk who got too close to the Rim of the Nine Lands of the Mountain Fell and were corrupted by the Void. They were less powerful than Ferals, and often even less predictable—just as fair folk’s magics were more fluid and variable than the rigid hierarchy of the High Fae.

To distract herself, she tried looking around at the people instead. Her eyes, though, kept focusing on one man in particular. Her Bonded was standing in the circle of Faeries outfitted for combat, gesturing at the Ferals. He was taller than most of the people of Grass, with broader shoulders, and brown hair pulled back in a messy bun. His wings, though, set him apart more than any other feature. They were large and feathered, the black and white pattern a gradient from dark to light at the tips. Skye found herself mesmerized by them, until something tugged at her sleeve.

“Lady, would you show yourself to me?” a high-pitched voice squeaked at her side. A skitterling stood there, no larger than an actual mouse. They had long dragonfly wings, threadlike antennae swaying in the breeze, and luminescent blue and green markings.

Skye pushed back the hood of her coat and held out her hand. The skitterling fluttered onto her palm. She lifted them up to her eye level. “Yes? Are you all right? I wasn’t sitting on you, was I?”

“No, no. You were kind to not squash me, my Lady.”

“That’s not kindness, just common courtesy. What’s wrong?”

The skitterling bowed low, antenna brushing Skye’s wrist in a way that tickled terribly. “You are humble and generous, my Queen. Please forgive me for intruding on your thoughts. I know you probably have already seen this, as have all the Highborn ones, but I did notice—and forgive me if I am wrong—that the ward-stave yonder is… ah… wobbling?”

Skye looked in the direction they pointed and swore, bounding to her feet. As she ran toward her new Bonded, the Queen moved the skitterling to a fold of her hood, where they would be hidden by her hair. She didn’t want one of her kind to harm the little creature.

“Hey,” Skye said, reaching her Bonded and tugging on his sleeve.

He didn’t react.

“HEY. I’m talking to you.”

Nothing.

Skye’s hair flashed from yellow to red. She inhaled, and then with all her might bellowed, “I DON’T KNOW IF THE HIGH AND MIGHTY HAVE NOTICED, BUT THAT WARD-STAVE IS ABOUT TO BREAK.” Everyone looked at her. A few stared at her hair, but most glanced beyond Skye at the wobbling length of hardened wood embedded with spellwork. Skye didn’t have time for their horrified looks. ”GO.”

Mr. Stick-up-his-butt was the first to move. Probably not because he had any interest in removing said stick, but because he wasn’t a total dunce. His life, as all of theirs, depended on this ward holding strong.

He drew two long knives, rushing the barrier as the ward-stave buckled and collapsed under the weight of Feral bodies. All around the square, people started screaming again. Skye felt the urge to scream too, but in the mad scramble away from the hole in the wards, High Fae were shoving fair folk away.

She raced toward the nearest group, jutting her body between the fair folk and the fleeing Fae. Planting her feet, Skye flung her arms up, coat billowing open. It wasn’t a sturdy barrier, but panicking people were easily startled and swerved away from Skye and the small group she was protecting.

Stepping back one pace at a time and keeping herself between the fair folk and the High Fae, Skye retreated until they were pressed against a sturdy section of the dome. She let down her arm and took a single step in the direction of those fighting, when one of the tall mosskin grabbed her arm, their long fingers wrapping around it several times like thin filaments of root.

“Do not run into the fray, my Lady,” they said. Even though they were clearly agitated, they still spoke slowly, as was the way of the mosskin.

Skye could have torn out of their grasp, but she would never hurt a mosskin. With all the patience she possessed, she looked up into their serene face and explained as slowly and calmly as her racing pulse could manage. “We are all in danger if that hole isn’t patched. All those people are fighting. They need more hands to pound in the new ward-stave. The villagers are scared, just as you are. What kind of Queen would I be if I didn’t help?”

The mosskin did not seem pleased, but they bowed. “As the Queen insists.”

It felt like an interminable amount of time passed as the filaments of fingers retreated, but Skye didn’t rush them. The second the mosskin let go, however, she bolted across the open space. Her Bonded and several of the armed villagers were outside the barrier, holding back the Ferals and voidlings trying to get in. Just behind them, a few people struggled to move the ward-staves and make the perimeter smaller to make up for the missing piece. That meant taking other sections down one at a time, each stave taking several people to hold.

Skye jumped into the fray. Although she was short and weaker than she had been in years, she was used to hard work under pressure. As the three Fae working on the nearest ward-stave continued beating in the spikes that would hold it up, Skye wedged her shoulder against the lopsided pole and dug in her feet. She grunted as the eighty-pound stake came to rest on her back.

It was only then that Skye looked up, just in time to see a Feral leap straight towards her Bonded’s neck.
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Chapter 5

Raised By Wolves


There was never a moment I could detect the smallest hint of compassion in Maevian’s emotions. I almost died fighting against a Silver Gazed prisoner from Flower. She sat above the arena, giggling at the bloodshed.





“Look out!” the mouse cried. 

Ilyas flung himself sideways, narrowly avoiding a slobbering, sharp-toothed mouth from clamping down on his throat. His knives glinted in the fading sunlight as he swung them, stabbing into the Feral that had tried to end his life.

“Hurry up with those ward-staves,” Mayor Heather called out over the screams of the villagers.

Forcing more of his essence into his body, Ilyas shouted back, “I can hold this without help, just get this hole closed!” Of all of the High Faeries of Zenith—Grass, Palm, and Vine—those born in Vine specialized in fighting Void-touched Fae. For Ilyas, one of the Deepest-Eyed Fae in all of the Mountain Fell, holding the opening on his own would be exhausting, but not impossible.

With his power focused inward to increase his speed, he became a blur of motion as he pushed back against the Ferals. Two more of the rabid beasts joined the first on the ground. It had been decades since he had fought, but his body remembered. It was a dance etched into his bones, a deadly art that he had never been able to forget and probably never would.

Silver essence streamed out behind him, shadowing his movement. One Feral charged, quills piercing his arm as it barreled into him. Ilyas took a step backwards, before bringing his knife around to pierce its neck. He threw the creature into the midst of its charging brethren. Looking over his shoulder at the other survivors still standing there slack-jawed, he barked ”Move. Or do you want to die with your pants around your ankles?”

That got them moving. With an alacrity that would have surprised anyone not of Zenith, all of them got back to work. Ward-staves were picked up and moved back a few feet, one at a time. Golden-Eyed Orlo joined him, a short sword and shield in hand. Together, they continued to hold the gaping hole that had formed. The rest of the warriors put down any voidlings that got past Ilyas and Orlo. All the while, he heard the mouse’s voice join with his in giving orders. She was there, moving staves, hammering posts into the ground, telling the villagers where to be.

It grated on Ilya’s concentration. He clenched his jaw to resist ordering her back to safety. If she died, it would distract him.

The hole in the dome began to close. Ilyas stepped back, raising his hand to unleash several bolts of Silver essence into the horde. It was enough to force the Ferals to back up. Even in their maddened state, they were unlikely to keep charging at a ray of death. The other fighter retreated first, then Ilyas. The beam shrank with the hole until there was no risk of the beasts getting through.

“Closing now,” the Queen yelled.

Ilyas let go of his magic. The Violet ward closed the last few feet, severing the head of a Feral that had jumped at the opportunity.

Then there was quiet.

Dropping to the ground, Ilyas released the hold on his knives. He hadn’t fought like that in years, as the split in his side could attest. As his burning lungs tried to catch up with his pounding heart, Ilyas cursed himself for not keeping up with his training.

The other warriors and villagers were catching their breath too. Ilyas rolled over, setting his back against the ward. Carefully, and with gritted teeth, he began pulling out the quills stuck in his arm.

A shadow crossed his face. Ilyas looked up as the mouse knelt down next to him and took a hold of his injured arm. Ilyas tensed, but did not object. Several of the quills were stuck in his flesh at awkward angles, and while she wasn’t his first choice of people to help, no one else was offering.
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“WHAT DO YOU WISH FOR?” THE PEDDLER SAID,
“A NECKLACE OF GOLD? A NEEDLE AND THREAD?
BE IT BIG OR BE IT TINY, | HAVE WHAT YOU SEEK.
I'LL CUT YOU A DEAL FOR SOMETHING UNIQUE.”

“I'M SEARCHING FOR FREEDOM,” THE LITTLE QUEEN CRIED,
“AN END TO MY GRIEF AND A WAY | CAN HIDE.
KEEP ALL THE NEEDLES, THE THREAD, AND THE GOLD,

ALL THAT | WANT IS THE CHANCE TO GROW OLD.”

“YOU'RE LUCKY WE MET,” THE PEDDLER DECLARED,
“I'VE GOT WHAT YOU ASKED FOR, SO DO NOT BE SCARED.
I'LL GIVE YOU YOUR FREEDOM, BUT IT COMES AT A COST.
SO WHAT WILL YOU GIVE, TO ESCAPE WHAT YOU LOST?”






