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The Night of Blood and Silence

The fire came with the twilight.

Sera Vance had known it would come eventually. She had spent three years waiting for the shadows to find her, three years of sleeping with a knife beneath her pillow and warding the cottage with every protection her mother had taught her. She had spent three years watching her daughter grow, memorizing the curve of her cheek and the sound of her laugh, and storing up enough love to endure whatever darkness lay ahead.

Not enough time. There was never enough time.

The first scream came from the Miller farm, a quarter mile down the valley road. Then another from the village proper—high and sharp and cut suddenly short. Sera was already moving before the third, her hands steady even as her heart slammed against her ribs.

"Elara." She kept her voice soft. Calm. She spoke in a mother's voice, despite the urge within her to scream. "Come here, my love."

Her daughter looked up from the wooden horse she'd been walking across the hearthstones. Elara, who was three years old, had her father's dark auburn hair and Sera's own grey eyes. However, Elara's eyes held the silver flecks that marked the bloodline, the inheritance that had killed everyone Sera had ever loved.

"Mama?"

"Come quickly now."

Through the window, Sera could see the glow spreading across the eastern hills. Not sunset. Too orange, too hungry. The Millers' farmhouse, she realized. The barn. The autumn fields, which were supposed to be harvested next week, stretched out before her.

Elara padded across the packed-earth floor, her bare feet silent, the wooden horse still clutched in one small fist. She was so small. So terribly small for the weight of what she carried in her veins.

Sera knelt and gathered her daughter against her chest, breathing in the scent of her hair—rosemary from this morning's bath and something sweeter beneath, something that belonged only to Elara.

"We're going to play a game," Sera said. "A hiding game. "Do you remember how we practiced?"

Elara nodded, her expression solemn. She had her father's steadiness, that quiet watchfulness. Brennan had been a stonemason, patient and sure, and he'd died with the same calm dignity with which he'd lived—stepping between Sera and a Fae blade, buying her time to run with their newborn daughter. She still dreamed of the sound his body made when it hit the ground.

"You're going to hide in the special place," Sera continued. "You will hide under the floor, where the spiders live." And you're going to stay there until morning. No matter what you hear. Can you do that?"

"No matter what?"

"No matter what, my love."

The screaming had stopped. That was worse. In the silence, Sera could hear hoofbeats—many of them, moving fast.

She carried Elara to the corner of the cottage where the floorboards had been pried up and carefully replaced, the edges disguised with dust and an old woven rug. The space beneath was barely large enough for a child—a coffin of earth and roots and crawling things. Sera had dug it herself in the weeks after Brennan died, her hands blistering and her back screaming, driven by the certainty that someday she would need it.

"Remember what I told you about your blood?" she asked as she lifted the boards.

Elara nodded again. "It's special. Sacred. I must never let them see."

"That's right." Sera kissed her forehead, then each cheek, and finally the tip of her nose. "You are special, Elara. You are sacred. And someday, when you're older, you'll understand what that means. But for now—"

"Hide and be silent."

"Yes." Her voice cracked at the words. She swallowed hard. "I love you more than all the stars, little one. More than the moon. More than—"

"More than the whole sky," Elara finished. It was their ritual, their incantation, and Sera had to bite her lip until she tasted copper to keep from sobbing.

"More than the whole sky."

She lowered Elara into the darkness. Her daughter didn't cry, or protest. She simply looked up at her mother with those grey-silver eyes, the wooden horse pressed against her chest.

"I'll come get you when it's safe," Sera said.

They both knew it was a lie.

She replaced the floorboards, scattered dust across the seams, and dragged the rug back into position. Then she stood and walked to the door of her cottage on legs that felt like water, picking up the iron poker from beside the hearth as she went.

The riders emerged from the treeline as she stepped onto the threshold.

There were six of them, mounted on horses the color of midnight, their armor gleaming like oil in the firelight. Fae. She could see it in the inhuman grace of their movements, the way the shadows seemed to bend toward them. Obsidian Court soldiers, judging by the black sigils on their breastplates.

The leader swung down from his saddle. He was beautiful, as all Fae were beautiful—sharp cheekbones, eyes like polished amber, and hair the pale gold of winter wheat. His smile revealed teeth just slightly too sharp.

"Sera Vance," he said. "Formerly Sera Blackthorn. Daughter of Moira Blackthorn, granddaughter of Elspeth the Unbound. You've led us on quite a chase."

"I'm no one." She raised the poker. It was laughable, really—iron against Fae magic, a mortal woman against six soldiers. But she would buy every second she could. "Just a widow. A peasant. You have the wrong house."

He clicked his tongue. "Your grandmother slaughtered an entire regiment of the Crimson Court before they brought her down. Your mother hid from us for forty years. And you—" He tilted his head, studying her. "You have her eyes. The silver. The mark of the blood."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Where is the child?"

The question hit her like a fist. She kept her face still, empty, and dead.

"There is no child."

"We tracked you from the coast. You were seen in the village with a girl. Red hair. Grey eyes." His smile widened. "The bloodline continues. The King will be so pleased."

"The child died." The lie tasted like ash on her tongue. "Fever took her last winter. I buried her beneath the oak tree on the hill."

The Fae studied her for a long moment. Then he sighed, almost regretfully, and drew his sword.

"Search the house."

Sera swung the poker at his face. She was fast—faster than she had any right to be—and she felt the satisfying crunch of impact and saw his head snap to the side.

Then there was pain, bright and blinding, and she was on her knees in the dirt, something wet and warm spreading across her stomach.

She looked down. The sword had gone through her just below the ribs, sliding between bone with surgical precision. The Fae soldier was already pulling the blade free, his expression mildly annoyed, a bruise blooming across his perfect cheekbone.

"Search the house," he repeated.

Sera collapsed onto her side as the soldiers pushed past her. She could hear them inside—overturning furniture, smashing crockery, their boots heavy on the floorboards.

The floorboards.

She closed her eyes and prayed to gods she had never believed in.  Please. Please tell them not to look down. Please let the rug hide her. Please let my daughter live.

The world was growing dark at the edges. She could feel her blood soaking into the earth, returning to the ground from which all things came. The fire from the village painted the sky in shades of amber and orange, beautiful in its destruction.

Inside the cottage, something shattered. A soldier laughed.

"Nothing," someone called out. "No child. Just women's things."

"Check the root cellar."

"Empty. Checked it already."

The Fae leader crouched beside Sera, tilting her chin up with one cold finger. "Where is she?"

Sera smiled at him with blood on her teeth. "Dead," she whispered. "Buried and gone. You're too late."

He searched her eyes for a long moment. Then he stood, sheathing his sword.

"Burn it."

She watched as they set fire to her home. The cottage where she had loved Brennan, where she had given birth to Elara, and where she had spent three years building a life out of the wreckage of her past. The flames climbed the walls, caught the thatch roof, and roared toward the stars.

Stay hidden, she thought, her lips moving without sound.  Stay silent. Don't come out until dawn, my love. Don't come out until they're gone.

The heat was intense, but she was already freezing. The soldiers mounted their horses, wheeling them away toward the next farm, the next village, and the next atrocity.

Sera died with her eyes open, watching her cottage burn, trusting that somewhere beneath the flames, her daughter was doing exactly what she'd been told.

Elara stayed in the dark.

She heard the men's voices, muffled and strange. She heard things breaking. She heard the roar of fire and felt the heat seeping through the floorboards above her.

She pressed the wooden horse against her mouth to keep from screaming.

The heat grew worse. Smoke crept through the cracks, and she buried her face in the dirt, breathing in the smell of earth and roots. She thought of her mother's arms, her mother's voice, and her mother's promise.

No matter what you hear.

Something dripped through the boards. Warm and wet, not like water. It landed on her hair, her cheek, and her hands. She didn't look up. She didn't want to know.

Stay hidden.

The fire raged overhead, but the cottage was old, the walls thick with river clay and horsehair plaster. The ceiling collapsed in sections, but the floor held. The floor held.

Stay silent.

Elara stayed silent.

She stayed silent through the burning. She stayed silent through the collapse of the roof, the crash of falling timbers, and the screaming wind that swept through the hollow shell of her home.

She stayed silent until dawn broke, pale and grey, and the fire had eaten itself to embers.

Then she pushed up through the charred floorboards, through ash and ruin, and found her mother's body in the doorway.

The blood had dried to black. Her mother's eyes were open, fixed on the sky, and there was a smile on her ruined face.

Elara didn't scream.

She sat beside her mother's body as the sun rose, the wooden horse still clutched in her fist, and she learned the first lesson of her life:

Silence was survival.

And survival was all she had left.
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Twenty-two years later, Elara still dreamed of fire.

She woke in the grey hour before dawn, her heart pounding and her hands clutched in the rough wool of her blanket. The cottage was cold, the hearth reduced to embers, and for a moment she was three years old again, buried in the dark with blood dripping through the floorboards.

Then the dream released her, and she was simply Elara Vance—herbalist, orphan, sole remaining member of a bloodline that should have died with her mother.

She rose and dressed in the darkness, pulling on the same worn dress she'd worn for the past week, lacing her boots with fingers still clumsy from sleep. The cottage was small and sparse, nothing like the home she barely remembered from childhood. A single room with a sleeping pallet, a workbench covered in dried herbs and grinding stones, shelves lined with tinctures and salves. Everything she owned could be packed in twenty minutes. She'd tested it.

Grandmother Moira had taught her that.  Travel light, girl. Never own more than you can carry at a run.

Moira had been dead for three months. Fever had taken her—ordinary, mortal fever, not Fae magic or assassin's blades. After a lifetime of running, of hiding, of teaching Elara every secret of their bloodline, she had died in her bed like any other old woman.

Elara still didn't know if that was mercy or mockery.

She stirred the embers to life and set water to boil, moving through the motions of morning without thought. The village of Thornwick would be waking soon, and there was work to do. There was always work. She had made herself useful here—the herbalist, the healer, the quiet woman who kept to herself and never asked questions and never answered them either.

It was a wonderful life. A safe life.

It was also a lie, but Elara had learned to live with those.

The Marsh boy arrived at midmorning.

Elara heard the pounding on her door and opened it to find Thomas Marsh, the blacksmith's eldest, his face white with fear and his breath coming in gasps.

"Please," he managed. "It's my sister. She's dying."

Elara was already reaching for her satchel. "What happened?"

"We don't know. She went to pick mushrooms in the western wood three days ago. Came back with a mark on her arm. Now she won't wake, and the mark is spreading, and—" His voice cracked. "Please. My mother says you're the only one who might know what to do."

The western wood. Elara's stomach tightened. The western wood bordered the Veil—the boundary between the mortal realm and Fae territories. She'd warned the villagers to stay away from it, but children didn't listen, and parents couldn't watch every moment.

"Show me."

She followed Thomas through the village at a near run, her satchel banging against her hip. Thornwick was small—perhaps two hundred souls, clustered around a single muddy road that led nowhere important. That was why Elara had chosen it. The Fae preferred places of importance.

The Marsh cottage sat at the village's edge, close enough to the smithy that the air always smelled of smoke and hot metal. Thomas's mother met them at the door, her face tear-streaked, her hands twisting in her apron.

"Thank the gods. Please, this way. Hurry."

The girl was laid out on a pallet near the hearth, covered in sweat-soaked blankets. She was perhaps eight years old, with her brother's dark hair and a face that should have been round with childhood but had gone hollow and grey. Her eyes were closed, her breathing shallow, and on her left forearm—

Elara's blood went cold.

The mark was unmistakable. A spiral of black lines radiating outward from a central point, like a bruise made of shadows. It had spread since the girl first came home; Elara could see where the original mark ended and new growth began, tendrils of darkness creeping up toward the elbow.

A curse mark. This is a result of Fae magic, which is not the gentle kind.

"Everyone out," Elara said.

"But—"

"Now. I need space to work, and I need silence."

Thomas's mother opened her mouth to protest, but something in Elara's expression stopped her. She gathered her son and ushered him toward the door, casting one desperate glance back at her daughter.

"Can you save her?"

"I don't know," Elara said honestly. "But I'll try."

The door closed. Elara knelt beside the pallet and examined the mark more closely, her heart hammering against her ribs.

She knew what the problem was. Grandmother Moira had shown her drawings, had described the symptoms, and had made her memorize the progressions. A binding curse, designed to drain life force slowly, feeding it back to whatever Fae had cast it. The girl had probably stumbled across a trap meant for someone else—a snare left in the woods and forgotten, still hungry after years or decades.

Ordinary medicine couldn't touch it. Ordinary magic couldn't break it.

But Elara's blood was not ordinary.

She sat back on her heels, staring at the unconscious child, fighting a war with herself.

If she used her power, she would leave a trace. She would leave a ripple in the fabric of magic, one that anyone sensitive enough might detect. She had spent her entire life avoiding exactly this—never using her gift, never acknowledging it existed, never giving the Fae a thread to follow.

But if she didn't use it, this girl would die. Slowly, painfully, her life drained away to feed a spell cast before she was born.

"You could walk away," whispered the voice of survival.  You could say there was nothing to be done. You could pack your things tonight and be three villages away by morning.

Elara looked at the girl's face. She thought of her mother, dying in a doorway to buy her daughter time.

"Damn it all," she breathed.

She drew the knife from her belt—good iron, sharp and clean—and pressed the blade to her palm. The pain was bright and immediate, and her blood welled up dark and red, and she felt the power stir in her veins like something waking from a long sleep.

Elara pressed her bleeding palm against the curse mark.

The magic answered.

It was like plunging her hand into a frozen river—shocking, numbing, and almost unbearably cold. She could feel the curse resisting her, fighting to maintain its grip on the child's life. But her blood was older than this magic and stronger, and it burned through the dark tendrils like fire through cobwebs.

The curse mark writhed beneath her hand. The girl gasped, her back arching, her eyes flying open—

And then it was done.

The mark faded, dissolving into the girl's skin as if it had never been. Color flooded back into her cheeks. Her breathing steadied, deepened, and became the peaceful rhythm of natural sleep.

Elara pulled her hand away. Her palm was still bleeding, but the cut was clean and shallow; it would heal without scarring. She wrapped it quickly in a strip of cloth from her satchel, her hands trembling with more than exertion.

That was stupid. That was so incredibly stupid.

But the girl would live. That had to count for something.

She stood on shaking legs and moved toward the door. She needed to tell the mother that her daughter would wake soon, would be weak but whole, and would need rest and broth and—

She opened the door and stopped.

A man stood in the yard.

He was not from the village. Elara knew every face in Thornwick, and this one was wrong—too beautiful, too still, with eyes the color of new copper and hair like spun silver. He wore traveling clothes that were slightly too fine, and he watched her with an expression that made her stomach drop.

Fae. Here in her village, a Fae scout stood thirty feet away from the cottage where she had just used blood magic for the first time in her life.

He smiled.

"Found you," he said.

Elara ran.

She made it perhaps a hundred yards before the magic caught her.

It slammed into her back like a physical blow, sending her sprawling in the mud of the village road. She gasped, struggling to rise, but invisible hands pressed her down, pinned her arms, and held her immobile.

The scout appeared above her, his beautiful face expressionless.

"Blood-breaker," he said, almost wonderingly. "I'd thought your kind were extinct. The king will be very interested."

"Please." She hated the word, hated the weakness in her voice. "I'm no one. I'm just a healer. I—"

"You just dissolved a binding curse with nothing but your blood and your will. I could feel it from half a mile away." He crouched beside her, tilting his head. "You're the last of the Blackthorn line, aren't you? We've been hunting you for twenty years."

Twenty years. They'd never stopped looking. Despite her grandmother's caution and the passage of time, they had continued to search.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

The scout laughed. It was a terrible sound, lovely and hollow.

"Save your lies for the King. He'll know what to do with you."

He lifted his hand, and the world dissolved into silver light.

The first thing Elara noticed was the cold.

She came back to consciousness slowly, her head throbbing and her mouth tasting of copper. She was lying on stone—smooth, polished stone, black as midnight—and the air that filled her lungs was frigid and thin.

Not Thornwick. Not even the mortal realm.

She opened her eyes.

The hall that stretched before her was immense, carved from the same black stone as the floor. Obsidian, she realized—volcanic glass, razor-sharp and beautiful, catching the light of a thousand pale flames that flickered in silver sconces along the walls. Pillars rose toward a ceiling lost in shadow, and at the far end of the hall—

A throne.

It was made of obsidian too, jagged and organic, as if it had grown rather than been built. Within it sat a figure that left Elara speechless.

He was beautiful. All Fae were beautiful, but this one—this one was something else. He stood tall, even when seated, his shoulders broad beneath black armor and his skin the color of winter moonlight. His hair was long and dark, falling past his shoulders like a shadow made tangible. His features were sharp and perfect and utterly without warmth.

But it was his eyes that froze her in place.

They were black. His eyes were not dark brown or deep grey, but rather a deep black that resembled polished obsidian, the stone of his throne, or a void given form. And they were fixed on her with an intensity that made her feel flayed open, every secret exposed.

The King of the Obsidian Court.

She had heard stories. Everyone in the mortal realm had heard stories—whispers of the cruel monarch, the King Without Mercy, who had ruled his court for four centuries and drowned any challenger in blood. He embodied a nightmare, serving as a warning tale for children who ventured too far from their homes.

And now she was kneeling on his floor, bound by magic, utterly at his mercy.

"Leave us."

His voice was deep and cold, without inflection or emphasis. The guards—she could sense them behind her, and had been too disoriented to notice them before—retreated. The massive doors swung closed with a boom that echoed through the vast hall.

They were alone.

The king rose from his throne and descended the steps toward her. Each footfall was silent despite his size, and when he stopped before her, she had to crane her neck to look up at him.

"So," he said. "The last blood-breaker."

Elara forced her voice to work. "I don't know what that means."

"Don't you?" He reached down and grasped her chin, tilting her face up. His fingers were cold as iron in winter, and his black eyes studied her with clinical detachment. "Grey eyes, flecked with silver. Just like your grandmother. Your mother. Every member of your cursed line since the first of you crawled out of whatever pit you were spawned in."

She tried to jerk away. His grip tightened, not painfully but inexorably.
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