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Nicholas
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Hill Castle had many forms depending on the household’s mood. Once the structure made an indentation into the land, sinking low as a hatchling in their nest. Then it would contort into a tower, thin as a grown man, with an interior vaster than grasslands and more treacherous than caves. 

That day, Hill Castle sprouted more voraciously than unwanted weeds, shutters hanging off their latches and vines braiding over mismatched rooftops. The stonework shimmered beneath morning light, varying shades of reds and greens and blues. Birds sang from the chimneys upon their nests that would get a swat if they dared defecating on Hill Castle itself.

All knew of the castle’s prickly demeanor, making offerings to its guests as snacks or flowers and growing murderously upset when one did not appreciate its efforts. Nicholas knew better than to ignore the appearance of the kitchen when he opened a door that should have led outside, but alas, Hill Castle loved keeping inhabitants on their toes.

The Darkmoon family had gotten lost in their own halls, forced through a labyrinth for making a mess or, the worst offense of all, vomiting on the floors. Years ago, he had been eaten by the wall, forced to hang from the entangling roots for a day because he dared to call Hill Castle’s tastes in decorum tacky.

Baskets of fruits and vegetables lined the kitchen countertops, for perhaps Hill Castle believed he needed a snack. The castle assumed correctly because his appetite had been rather dulled for years. He thought little of rest, nothing of mingling with the hundreds of fae swarming to and from Darkmoon lands.

Many yearned to ask a million questions of him about Fearworn, the war, and his demeanor. But all Nicholas had on his mind was William. Jade eyes and golden hair softer than silk, of his voice and his laugh and his smiles. He was homesick for William’s touch, so much so he hallucinated the medic in his bed. He’d wake to William’s morning stubble tickling his fingertips. Then the vision vanished, and he hardly resisted the urge to burn the world to ash.

Rather than risk the house’s wrath, Nicholas plucked an apple, then left the kitchen in search of an escape. Guests filled the ballroom. Their voices and laughter carried through the halls. If any caught him, they would drag him to his doom. Typically, Blair would be among them. His attention still swept the halls for the silhouette of his sister, prepared for another assault.

After Nicholas killed Fearworn, after witnessing William being torn apart, something within himself broke. Blair saw that. On the battlefield, she swept through the masses, blades drawn and pointed at his throat. He hadn’t seen her, would have fallen to her if not for Arden and Amos stepping in. Upon learning of what she had tried, their father banished her, if only because Nicholas still had more use than she.

Opening another door, he clung to the doorframe to prevent himself from falling into a pit of his brother’s peculiar plants. They adhered to the soiled walls, their leaves vibrant in colors, and vines snapping with snarled teeth. Solomon Darkmoon tended to them, swinging on a pair of vines that breached the earth and held him like a lover. His brown hair had never been less than a knotted mess of flowers and leaves. One could lose sight of him among the glade, his pale green skin blending in with the nursery.

“Evening, brother.” Solomon snapped a dying bud. “Are you prepared for tonight’s festivities?”

“I will not be attending,” Nicholas replied hesitantly.

Solomon speaking to him was a rarity and always ended with one of them annoyed, injured, or both.

“Why not? Do you worry Blair may turn up and relieve you of your head?” Solomon laughed, because he would enjoy the debacle.

“If so, she would fail a second time.” Nicholas slammed the door shut.

Blair had never been a sister. Solomon and Percival were not brothers. Laurent wasn’t a father. And yet, remembering Blair on the battlefield, the hatred in her eyes as she ran at him, dug a hole in his chest that couldn’t be filled.

Nicholas hadn’t seen her since Fearworn died, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t waiting for him to leave. She would be given another chance to rid the world of the potential coming of the second Fearworn, or so she claimed as she tried driving a dagger into his heart. Her hatred shouldn’t have surprised him, seeing as she was always more than open about said hatred, but alas, the memory left a foul taste on his tongue.

“I am in no mood to play games or attend the revel,” Nicholas grumbled, with his forehead pressed against the door.

The castle groaned. Floorboards bent beneath his feet. He opened the same door. A hall greeted him. Right or wrong ways did not exist at Hill Castle. One walked with a place in mind and the castle led them there, if it was feeling generous. He suspected these games resulted from Laurent, his father, the lord of Darkmoon. Laurent had Hill Castle working overtime for the revel. A celebration supposedly for Nicholas’ return after two long years of hunting the remnants of Calix Fearworn’s shadowed disciples, the cursed shade bent on opening paths to new realms, even if it meant destroying theirs.

Nicholas refused to be paraded around by his father for all to fawn and gossip over. Because of Fearworn’s demise at the hands of the Darkmoon family, foolish mortals lined up at their door for deals. Some would even attend tonight, unaware that that they’d drown in faerie wine, and die pirouetting on the dancefloor as they once did before the Collision Treaty.

He refused to be trapped by gawking fae, reduced to an evening entertainment. He was not an animal to be teased in a cage, not a piece of tapestry to be admired on the wall, and he wasn’t to be pitied or condemned. He saw their looks, the concern, the rage, the desire, all captured in their eyes, twisted among their words.

With Fearworn’s fall, Nicholas took his place upon the pedestal, to be talked about, watched, pondered by any and all. A fair few worried, perceiving him in the same way Blair had; a threat. Others, like Laurent, saw Nicholas as an opportunity, a weapon to be pointed at any he perceived as an enemy. Nicholas couldn’t stand it, and few had already faced his wrath for daring to speak ill behind his back.

Finally, Hill Castle released him into the sunflower field at the back of the household. They bowed in welcome, shifting to form a path. He kicked off his shoes. The soil beneath his bare feet was soft, full of endless life that had been loud before, but now it was nearly unbearable. He saw more, in a way he couldn’t explain. He sensed the weather changing, felt the earth take a breath, saw magic slipping through roots, cobwebs, from one animal to another. Even these flowers.

He pinched a petal between his fingers. Light flashed beneath in a pale grayish-blue hue. Was this what caught Fearworn? he wondered. The lights, the feelings, this sense of being so small in the face of an infinite wonder. Fearworn leaped forward, desperate for answers. Nicholas did not because he thought of William always.

A cavern formed in his chest, expanding by the day, consuming more and more until it wouldn’t be manageable. The worries, fears, and ambitions he once had were replaced by the ravenous want of William and anything he desired. He thought of holding his hand, dancing with him, taking a stroll under the stars, the most ordinarily mundane day-to-day activities that he would have scoffed at years ago. But now he couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful.

He fell to his knees and plucked the sunflowers, promising they were being remade for good reason. The lush green of their stems reminded him of William’s eyes. So often his wicked forced hostility out of his heart for protection, but on nights when they forgot about the world outside their embrace, William’s eyes held the first breath of spring, of promised renewal and strength like no other.

He had neither heard nor seen William in two years, but no amount of time could make him forget. He would recognize William’s laughter, his scent, his voice, even at the ending of the world. Memories sustained him, but wouldn’t forever. He craved to feel William’s breath upon his skin, to run his lips over William’s pulse, to burrow himself within William’s heart, tangled among his bones, filling his veins, stealing his heart as to never to be torn apart.

I’ll lock us away, my wicked, where none will dare disturb us, he thought with a sneer that flipped into a scowl. Laurent kept them apart, but deals had loopholes and Nicholas would tug the fray. He would find the loose thread, break free, and slither his way out of his father’s noose. A man had Nicholas’ heart, and if he could not be with William, he would tear this world apart until all that remained was them.

“Making a crown for yourself, mighty shade slayer?” Evera Bloodbane called in an angelic voice that betrayed most.

Evera and Nicholas were bound to each other as children through deals struck between their parents. They were to sire three children and let Evera’s mother, Alvina Bloodbane, experiment on them to determine if children could inherit the abilities of a shade parent, or if that caused any effects on the offspring. Evera and Nicholas never got along after that, always at each other’s throats since they couldn’t be at their parent’s.

He didn’t understand his father’s reasoning at first, but Laurent claimed if Alvina learned about shades, perhaps they could stop another Fearworn from being born. While Nicholas agreed a world without another Fearworn was nice, he hated the prospect of shades being treated as nothing more than experiments. He felt much like one himself, forced to bear children, to waste his time with Evera, to do Laurent’s bidding out of fear, being forced down one path after the other without any say in where he wanted to go.

He continued crossing the flower stalks while imagining bringing William here. They would lie in the field together. William would read his books and drink his tea. Nicholas would worship him, his God to revere, and if any stood in his way, he would rid the world of them.

Unfortunately, it was not William who knelt beside him. Evera, with her ashen gray skin and blue tinted fingers, pinched a letter between her nails. Her long blue hair had been plaited in silver, tucked behind her sharp ears, covered in silver and jewels. Eyes of a storm, dying gray, showed no emotion, but her tone carried a devious sound.

“Why are you out here when your father works diligently to throw a revel for you? One I hear that will be so grand it will last a month,” she asked.

“Because I have no interest in his revels. Let him waste his time.” Nicholas twisted a stem too tight, and it snapped. “Is there a reason you are here? Last I heard, you didn’t wish to see me unless absolutely necessary.”

“You have made my visit necessary by being so elusive. You return home after years and hardly leave the castle.”

“Does that not please you?”

“Not when you are missing an opportunity for the both of us.” Evera slapped his cheek with the letter, earning herself a narrowed glare. “You haven’t read this.”

“Obviously. What more could the mortals want from me?” He recognized the insignia on the envelope belonging to the king of Heign. William would be at the capital, Alogan. He spoke rarely of his home, but Nicholas remembered Alogan had a library William got lost in frequently as a child. He spoke fondly during the night when the two of them whispered, as if they feared the wind would carry their secrets. Nicholas hadn’t forgotten a single conversation. He cherished every moment, ensuring William’s words carved themselves into his mind.

“The mortal kings and fae lords wish to throw a ball for you,” Evera said.

“They have thrown plenty of those already, and I shouldn’t have to tell you it is rude to read someone’s mail,” he countered.

“You refuse to read it, so someone has to keep an eye on things.”

“This one excites you, then.”

She smiled cruelly, like an executioner waiting at the block. “Read it and see for yourself.”

He snatched the paper from her and scanned the letter, uncaring about the promises of drink and a good meal. Nothing truly satiated his appetite anymore, but then he caught the last few lines expressing how grateful the mortals were to him, how they owed him. The kings promised a ball to celebrate Nicholas and his accomplishments because, without him, Fearworn would have torn their worlds asunder, and so they would grant him anything he desired.

“Owed,” he whispered. “Owed,” he laughed.

“Do you understand the meaning of this?” Evera twirled blades of grass around her fingers. “Tell me your rattled mind isn’t beyond basic comprehension.”

Words were important in Faerie. One shouldn’t thank a fae, it implies they are owed. They shouldn’t say they owe a fae anything either. The written word was equally powerful, but to make sure, he dug a hole. His teeth pierced his palm. He bled on the page, then laid the letter to rest. The mortal kings had no power, but their words would. He deserved a gift worthy of saving two realms. Faerie would ensure the deal met because Faerie never broke an oath.

He understood what the letter meant perfectly, but his plans were not what Evera yearned for. She proved as such with her following words, “This is the best chance to end our arrangement. Laurent received word too, but according to his gossiping, the letter differed from yours. It omitted the kings wanting to bestow a gift upon you, so he is unaware. With this, you can break us free from our parents.”

He broke into a smile that stretched the skin far along his cheeks and made his eyes crinkle into crescent moons. “Yes, I could.”

It would free him from Laurent, and finally, he would see William again. Nicholas’ phantom, his heart, his all-consuming thoughts, his world, his everything, finally within his grasp. They hadn’t seen each other, hadn’t spoken, hadn’t exchanged so much as a letter because of Laurent.

The most he could do was watch and learn from afar. He called in a favor or two, ensuring a fae kept eyes on William to guarantee his safety and feed Nicholas in the only way he could be. He knew where William was, what he was doing, and who he spent his time with, but that wasn’t enough. He wanted to be with William, to learn about the last two years through his lips, to catch his hand and never let go. If they could merge, if they could become one for all eternity, he would never ask for more.

“When the kings speak to you, remind them you are owed. We don’t want to miss this opportunity,” Evera said.

“Do not treat me as if I understand nothing. I know what to do,” he snapped.

“Do you?” She snatched the crown from his grasp. A fierce wind ripped through the field, forcing the flowers to bend. His fingers twitched, wishing to wrap around Evera’s throat and snap. Break. Crush. Pulverize her being, her very essence, into nothing because she was nothing.

“Return the crown to me. It does not belong to you,” he whispered, fingers flexing unnaturally, as if the bones hadn’t been set right.

“Swear to end our engagement,” she demanded, but her voice didn’t hold the same ferocity it once did. 

The only person who spoke to him the same since Fearworn’s demise was his father. Others saw him, the hue of his eyes, and they recalled all Fearworn had done, all he could potentially do now. He tasted their fear, a sweet aroma making his blood curl, and on the rare occasion, desire or jealousy.

Holding out his hand, he said, “I will do as I please, Evera.”

A laugh ripped through her throat. “What makes you believe your little mortal will want you? You should see yourself when you speak of him. He will see it too, the obsession, the breakage, the threat, a monster no different from the one you fought.”

Nicholas tried to argue he did not differ from before, but the words congealed in the back of his throat. He thought the words to be true. What had changed about him? He tried to recall who he was before his eyes changed, before Fearworn’s sticky blood coated his fingers and William’s dying breath. He couldn’t remember being different, couldn’t recall a moment of change, but this confusion brought Evera amusement.

She smiled with hideous delight and dropped the crown into his lap. “Make the right decision, Nicholas.” Then she walked away.

“Make the right decision,” he repeated once, twice, thrice, but no voice stirred. Sometimes one did. The voice came and went, calming him, but it was little more than a whisper. Then the world got too loud, too much, and he fell into humming a soothing song as he finished William’s crown.

They would be together soon. Nothing would separate them ever again.
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William
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Death followed William like a newfound lover. Her claws embedded themselves beneath his skin, feral rose vines growing painful thorns. Any mistake and Death would take without remorse. He never blamed her, never saw her as anything more than the inevitable. At least Death didn’t discriminate like the rest of the damned city. She came when your time was up and he knew many whose times were nearly upon them. 

Sick beds packed the warehouse. Operating as a clinic for the poor of Alogan, men he served beside two years ago against Calix Fearworn filled the beds. Though they never met on the battlefield, war survivors recognized the look. A bitterness overtook them, so few defiant and most having given up after being left behind by the government that promised to care for them.

In a way, William gave up, too. Life would never be what it once was. He would never be the man he could have been without five years of war, taken from his parents at sixteen and returned as a stranger to all, including himself.

He descended the iron staircase from his office overlooking the med bay. Drapes separated the patients, although nothing deterred the stench of open wounds, rotting flesh, and the sick. One never became accustomed to the smell, always burning the nostrils and watering the eyes. Nurses scurried about donning masks and gloves, their aprons stained by excrements.

Prior to the war, the clinic hadn’t been so crowded. The more time that passed, the fewer donations flowed in. High society saw no reason to donate. They paid their dues, saw nothing, knew nothing other than what the newspapers claimed. Fearworn died. The war was over. Soldiers were home. They should be grateful and move on, as if it were so easy. As if being spoken highly about for a handful of months healed their rattled minds.

High Society didn’t believe in the mental torment, that the soldiers could feel anything other than triumphant. Society spun their epics, tales of adventures and honor while ignoring the consequences, the men begging for help. They learned nothing of war. They cast these men aside, took away their free hospital visits, let clinics close one by one, and denied them treatment, so the soldiers turned to the last place they could. 

William wished he were nothing but charitable, but in reality, he cared for them because of selfish reasons. Patient’s wants and needs kept him moving day and night. He assisted in dressing them, caring for their wounds and ailments far after the sun settled. He feared what his quiet mind would wish for otherwise.

Like the men he stitched up, he couldn’t return to normalcy. Peace and comfort felt out of reach, like a friend who grew distant.

At the front of the warehouse, nurses stashed medicine into brown bags with patients’ names on them. Mrs. Brigby noted visitors to ensure patients fetched their medication. He approached the table. His gloves squeaked when he flexed his fingers. His right hand locked behind his back, always further away from everyone. The cool silver at his shoulder pressed against his skin as a constant reminder of what had been lost and replaced.

Fearworn tore him apart in that last battle. He remembered little more than the pain, certainly didn’t remember Laurent Darkmoon gifting him a new arm after saving his son against Fearworn, and, like everyone else, expected him to be grateful. Like Nicholas expected to be forgotten, to be nothing more than a ghost haunting the halls of his mind.

Nurse Bigby, a kindly woman with warm olive skin and plump rosy cheeks, smiled. “Good evening, Dr Vandervult. You’re staying late, as usual.”

“There’s a lot of work to be done.” He presented a hand for the nurse’s clipboard. He feigned being unaware of the way her eyes clipped between his arms.

Most didn’t risk touching fae objects unless absolutely necessary. Tales said gifts given by fae, even if earned righteously, would cause catastrophe. His patients, sick and dying, would sometimes ask for another doctor, even if it meant struggling through more pain because they didn’t want his cursed arm touching them. He faulted no one for their beliefs because, after the years spent around fae, he knew nothing from fae ever ended well. Fools fell for their tricks, and he had been the biggest fool of them all.

Mrs. Brigby handed him the clipboard. He did his best to have daily inspections, to double check his patients’ received treatment. Most became regulars, but of late, some hadn’t shown.

“Mrs. Brigby, have you seen Vale lately?” He didn’t see her name on the list and Vale’s medicine bag sat on the furthest end of the table.

“Oh dear, no, I’m afraid I haven’t.” Mrs. Brigby accepted the clipboard to look through the sign-in sheet. “According to our records, she was meant to pick her medicine up two days ago. No one has marked seeing her. I’ll have another nurse ask around.”

“Yes, please do that.”

Ever since he returned, he tended to the clinic. Robert and Matilda wanted him to rest, but nightmares haunted him, visions he couldn’t forget, feelings he wanted to leave behind, and a man he didn’t want to admit to being. Keeping busy and monitoring patients kept him from spiraling.

Over the years, he learned about the people of the city. They weren’t as transient as the public believed. His patients grew their roots. The soup kitchen a block over advertised his clinic, so he visited frequently. That’s where he met Vale, an older widow who lost her husband a decade ago. They never had much, and she was sick with weak lungs, so it didn’t take long for her to lose everything and find herself on the streets. She was a kind woman, generous and sweet. She never missed her medicine pick up and brought flowers she picked from the local park for the patients. Vale’s absence made the seventh person, who stopped picking up their medicine in less than two months.

“Strange,” he said.

“What?” Mrs. Brigby asked.

“Nothing. Good work today, Mrs. Brigby.”

He returned to the rundown storage room that he called an office. Blinds, haggard and yellowed by age, hung from the windows lining the facade. A couch too small to lie comfortably on fit against the wall, the fabric ripped and cushions thin. A desk sat at the center, enclosed by shelves on either side. Papers filled every drawer and stacked atop the desk. One page stood out; a list of names that he added Vale’s to.

He kept rolls of cannabis locked in the top drawer of his desk. He struck a match to one and tapped a finger against the page, wishing to do more, to prove something was happening.

After the second missing patient, he asked around at the soup kitchen. Workers and visitors claimed they saw these people one day, then they were gone the next, having abandoned the little they had behind. On the fourth missing person, he went to the police. They said he was overreacting and there was no proof of foul play. They were transients, so they likely weren’t missing at all. But in his gut, he knew there was more to this.

“William?”

He lurched for the knife secured under the desk. A silhouette crossed the threshold, long-limbed and violet-eyed, a smile wicked and cruel.

Then he blinked, and it was not a monster but Charmaine Tuckerton clutching two letters to her chest. They met during their training days when he saved her from a group of tortuous teenage boys. The two stood out among the military, considered too soft by their so-called betters. They worked together to survive and formed an everlasting friendship that no other could replicate for they had witnessed and lived through terror others wouldn’t understand.

He released the blade, dread fading from his thoughts. His eyes betrayed him, as they so often did these last two years.

A beautiful gown of pale blue draped over Charmaine’s brown shoulders and flowed around her legs. She loved drapery and had since taken to designing apparel for girls seeking courtship and, even more recently, social elites wishing to start the newest trend. She and her mother made names of themselves, and eagerly left behind their old lives. He never asked what happened to Charmaine’s poor excuse of a father. He imagined she wasn’t thinking about her father much, either.

“What are you doing here so late?” he asked, offering her the remnants of his cannabis.

Charmaine finished the cigarette, dispersing the smoke high above their heads. “An excellent question for you to answer, seeing as you should be at home with your family. Lady Vandervult gets distraught when you are out late. I imagine she will be here any moment to retrieve you.”

“I am a grown man. I do not need to be home in time for supper.”

“But your family would like you to be.”

William knew that, but the longer he was home, the more he felt they would be better off without him. 

The broken pieces of him refused to mend. Every noise made him jump. His eyes played tricks, believing friends to be enemies and shadows traps. The abrupt appearance of his niece wishing to play had him reaching for a weapon. Luckily, Alice never understood. She thought he wanted to play and tugged eagerly on his pants, filling the rooms with laughter and joy.

He tried to bask in the feeling of being home, of having a family bigger than ever, but he couldn’t cease the somber thoughts of how he could lose all of them in one fell swoop, especially if they learned the truth of all he had done.

He cleared his throat. “Why the surprise visit?”

“I had to see if you received one as well.” Charmaine thrust the letters toward his gloved hands. He recognized the matching insignias on the back of the envelopes, the open one addressed to her and the other to him. “An invitation from His Majesty,” she whispered.

William desired no invitation from King Ellis, lest it was an invitation to his beheading.

Robert Vandervult, his father, dared to call the king out for what he truly was; greedy. King Ellis punished the Vandervult family by sending William, their youngest, to war. All of his suffering had been because of a bastard who took offense to being told about his cruelty. His family’s suffering was due to the king’s overly inflated ego, his desire to show the Vandervult family how easily he could destroy them.

“A ball to celebrate Nicholas Darkmoon,” he said after reading over the invitation. The name tasted of poison on his tongue, acidic and sour.

He tried forgetting the destructive smile and sly words he foolishly fell for, words he dared to believe hadn’t been warped to toy with him, but nothing eased the loss of Nicholas. He would never forget because one could not touch another’s soul and disappear without leaving a scar.

“What foolishness is this?” He dropped the letter into Charmaine’s awaiting hands. “Fearworn has been dead for two years. The king celebrated more than once already.”

He would know, having been forced to attend the balls where he spent most of the evening spitting up in the toilets.

Charmaine’s hands clenched at her waist where her letter wrinkled between her fingers. “He did, but the Darkmoons continued the search for Fearworn’s remaining disciples after his demise. Rumors say Nicholas has been battling shadowed disciples and helping set up monitoring stations around shimmers until anyone learns how to close them permanently. Now the kings of Terra wish to throw a grand affair, probably to thank the Darkmoon family specifically, since they were such a force.”

“Heard all this from the girls, did you?” he asked.

“Our customers love to gossip during fitting sessions. They act like we aren’t even there.” She glared down at her letter. “I received my invitation this morning. After work, I hurried to your home, but you were not there. Lord Vandervult kindly gave me the letter. I assumed it was the same, but wanted to make sure.”

“This is an affair neither of us can decline?”

“Seems so,” she muttered.

He shredded a piece of paper, twirling the thin sheet between his fingers. “If he wishes to thank us, he should do that by leaving us alone. This will dig up bad memories for everyone.”

“I don’t disagree, but we both know the kings cannot fathom our turmoil, nor do they care. We shouldn’t have to stay long, at least.”

That didn’t matter because Nicholas would be there, and William could not avoid him.

Over the years, he imagined a reunion where he could speak his mind. Each word he threw at Nicholas became crueler than the last. But every vision ended with Nicholas laughing because William knew nothing he said would ever matter. He was another mortal upset he fell for obvious tricks. Surely, Nicholas had a long list and his name meant nothing, another forgotten conquest.

Charmaine grasped his left arm. “This could be an excellent opportunity to speak with Nicholas.”

He tossed the shreds of paper into a nearby basket. “I have nothing to say to him.”

“But you have much to ask.”

“And if I dare to ask, he will find every path to tear me apart. Fuck him, and fuck the king.” His furious gaze caught on the list of missing patients. His fury settled, little more than the usual spark at the back of his mind. “Wait… we could make this work to our advantage.”

She released him. “How so?”

“I will have direct access to the king. Another patient is missing, Charmaine. That is seven now.”

She grabbed the list from his desk. Her lips pressed into a grim line.

He gathered what little information he had on the missing patients. “I can take all of this with us to share with His Majesty at the ball.”

“What makes you think he’ll care about missing homeless people? The horrid conditions of the workhouses say exactly what he thinks of anyone outside his social circle,” she countered.

“I do not believe he will, but that won’t stop the guests from caring. If he is heard denying such charity, there will be gossip, even from those who don’t necessarily care. He will want to save face and we need all the help we can get.”

Because William did not know what they were dealing with, but his gut told him to be weary. A doctor of the mind that he spoke with called this extreme paranoia, a remnant from the war that caused him to check rooms for the quickest exit and assess situations like a battle. He worried about noises in the night that were nothing more than creaking stairs or swore he saw monsters perched along the treeline at the estate.

Simply paranoia, the doctor said, the term utterly foreign to his ears, but that time, he was certain he caught onto genuine horror.

“I fear you underestimate him, William. Gossip is the language His Majesty speaks best.” Richard, William’s elder brother, stood in the doorway, his heavy-lidded brown eyes settled with worry. He sauntered into the room. His normally laughing mouth descended into a grimace. “I apologize for overhearing, but to my credit, neither of you knows what a whisper is. Another patient has gone missing, correct?”

A flare of concern ignited in William’s belly. “Yes.”

“That makes seven, if I recall correctly,” said Richard.

“You say that as if you have ever recalled anything incorrectly.”

“One needs a good memory in my line of work.” Richard held out his hand in a silent request to see what William had.

He hesitated. That flare of concern roared. His family shouldn’t get involved. Danger lurked in the city of Alogan, after all the years he spent fighting to protect them. Monsters may have found them at their home.

“William,” Richard encouraged, his voice so serene, unlike Williams’ rattled mind. His brother wouldn’t relent, so he gave in. Richard read through what little they had, then spoke plainly, “This wasn’t enough to warrant an investigation from the authorities and it will not be enough for His Majesty.”

“We have to try,” said William.

“Of course we do, so long as the two of you are up for it.” A self-confident smirk painted Richard’s features. “This tale needs a little embellishing.”

“You want us to lie?”

“Embellish,” Richard corrected. “Nobles love a good story, an epic, a tragedy, a way to get their cold little hearts racing.”

Rage joined William’s concern, boiling at the base of his neck. “I’m not turning my patients’ tragedies into a night of entertainment.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

Richard Vandervult could convince the Souls to reconsider their judgments. His charisma manifested through blinding smiles, suave words, and enthusiastic interest. After a minute, he could make one believe they had known him since childhood. He excelled at their charity ventures for that very reason.

William found his tactics two-faced, but the best way to survive palace life was through the game of lies. Very few played that game as well as Richard, and he was offering to play the game in William’s stead.

“It feels wrong,” he whispered.

“It is wrong.” Richard faced the window where he watched the floor below. “These people shouldn’t be clinging to life here. The king shouldn’t be forcing soldiers to this damned ball. I shouldn’t have to fake smiles and laughter for charity. Alas, life is not fair, but it is malleable.”

He looked at Charmaine for guidance. She had as little answers as he, as much fear, too. He saw it in her eyes. If he accepted, she would stand beside him, and that eased the discomfort weighing heavy on his chest.

His shoulders deflated. “What tale will you spin?”

“I’m not sure yet.” Richard tapped the papers on the desk. “I trust you will let me hold on to these?”

He nodded.

“Good. We’ll speak more when I have an idea in mind. For now, it is time to head home. Mother is worried.”

“I told him she would be,” said Charmaine. He shot her a look.

“Come, you must sleep in your own bed tonight and, most importantly, take a bath,” Richard ordered.

William curled his nose. “What are you implying?”

Richard stalked around the desk to grasp him by the hem of his coat. “You stink. Our niece shouldn’t be forced to tolerate this.”

Richard’s knuckles brushed his right arm. He put space between them. Richard pretended the action wasn’t odd.

“Alice is there?” he asked.

“She is staying the night and refuses to sleep without a story from Uncle William. I trust you won’t disappoint her?”

Charmaine giggled. Richard got his way because William’s niece was his greatest weakness. Alice had a light in her he hoped would never be snuffed out, that he would protect at all costs. He already did, barely six months after he returned, and she clung to him ever since.

“No, I wouldn’t do that. Take my carriage home, Charmaine. I’ll ride with my brother,” he said.

Charmaine nodded, then giggled when Richard took her hand to give her an unexpected spin followed by a hug.

“It is always a pleasure to see you, My Lady,” he said.

Donning a precious grin, Charmaine said her goodbyes, then descended the stairs.

No one asked about her, not even Henry, who had seen her with William on the battlefield. He was grateful, and hopeful his family would understand one day should he ever bring a man home, if that was possible. He lost Hugh in the war, a man he believed he could love until the end of his days. He sent Hugh’s family flowers every month, anonymously. It was the least he could do. Then he lost Nicholas, the fae tricking him since day one. He wasn’t doing well romantically and couldn’t imagine that ever changing. Not with the way he was, with how his body had become or how broken his mind was.

“Sleeping on that couch is no good for you,” Richard lectured on their way down the stairs.

“I’ve slept in worse conditions,” he said bitterly.

“But you’re home now, in better conditions. You need to take care of yourself.”

He was trying, truly, but he wasn’t sure how to care for himself anymore. Nothing worked, not even being home.
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Martha Middle’s Book of Riddles should have burned upon William’s return. If he were in his right mind, he would have cast the book into the hearth along with anything reminding him of Nicholas. Alas, the book survived, and his niece insisted on the tales becoming bedtime stories. 

Alice sat on his bed, flipping through tattered pages, notes scrawled in the corners from his younger hand. She added notes of her own, dotting the pages with stars to signify her favorite parts.

“When will you come home, Uncle?” She clutched the book to her chest, forcing the ruffles of her nightgown to bundle beneath her chin. Her brown curls were tucked under a matching bonnet. She took after her mother, Amara, more than Arthur, with doe-like eyes and a button nose.

“I am not sure. The ball may last well into the night, but I will leave as soon as I can,” he replied.

He glared at the soldier in the mirror, adjusting the collar of his uniform. Under the king’s orders, soldiers would don their uniforms for the party, not the tattered and stained ones covered in excrement, but the pressed ones, perfect for the king’s toys.

The brush of the fabric summoned the wintry air of the Deadlands, the chittering of spions, and the cry of gunfire. The room swayed, morphing into a winter wasteland, and the dead lay at William’s feet. Blood dripped from his fingers, hot and sticky. Soot coated his lungs, making every breath ragged and wheezed. He searched the perimeter for the threat.

A pair of gleaming violet eyes flickered in the trees. Fearworn’s laughter slithered up his spine to coil around his neck, squeezing the life from him. His silver arm ached with phantom pains. Branches coiled together tighter than a fisherman’s knot, smothering the world in darkness. All that could be seen were Fearworn’s eyes, then his mouth dripping red. William reached for the revolver at his waist.

“Stay back,” he warned, raising the gun high.

Fearworn’s laughter had him in a stranglehold. His eyes shone in the dark, soon towering over William. A hand, blacker than ink, stretched toward him, promising a gruesome demise.

“Get away from me!” He swung out. He hit something. A quiet voice whimpered, followed by a thud.

The Deadlands liquified. He stood in his bedroom, gazing down at his mother on the floor. A delicate hand brushed her cheek. Alice had vanished, her book of riddles, too. He didn’t hold a gun, but a book that had been on the dresser. His stomach lurched. He swallowed hard, trying not to vomit.

“Mother, I… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…” To raise his hand, to shout at her, to shove her and frighten her, but she smiled like nothing had transpired.

Matilda stood and dusted off the hem of her skirt as if she tripped of her own accord. Her cheek remained a dull shade of red.

“Alice fetched me saying you were having trouble breathing,” she explained, like he hadn’t done this before, swung at a maid, screamed at a butler, and threw his breakfast across the room. He struggled existing in his home, as a civilian, as a son. The mind played tricks, and those tricks won more often than not.

“Why don’t you stay home tonight?” she suggested, somehow containing the tears brimming her eyes.

He wanted nothing more, but, “We both know I cannot. The king has summoned me.”

In the late hours of the night when he woke in a cold sweat, he wondered about the list he once had, the lives he took during war times, and how desperately he wanted King Ellis to join them. If he could squeeze that vile king’s neck until his face went blue, the world would be an infinitely better place, and he wouldn’t regret a thing. He wondered what that made him, what kind of person and what kind of son, to want to take a life so wantonly.

“Richard will tell him you weren’t feeling well. He could charm the king to forgiveness,” she tried with a gentle approach that he so hated.

His family practiced a new sense of discomfort, a hesitancy where they watched his every move to ensure he wouldn’t lash out, like he just had.

They happened sometimes, moments of paranoia that sent him to the past. He’d blink and find himself in the Deadlands, the place they battled Fearworn once and for all. Blood would be on his hands. He tasted copper in his mouth. He’d hear gunfire, smell smoke, taste ash, and see the faces of those he killed, then he’d awaken and realize he had been screaming in the middle of the night.

Smoking helped, so he went for one of the cannabis cigarettes locked in his bedside drawer. Matilda said nothing of it when he took a match to the cigarette, although he recalled when he was younger how she praised him for not being interested in smoking like the other men of the court. He didn’t press a cigar to his lips, but alas, he felt like he was not quite the son she wanted.

Hot shame bristled behind his cheeks as he took a deep hit of smoke. “I am sorry. Does your cheek hurt?”

“There is nothing to apologize for.” Matilda settled her hands around his waist. Her head fell on his back and she held him tight in an embrace only a parent could give, one so unbearably warm he wanted to turn away but also lean into it, hoping he would wither into nothing.

Their butler, Marshall, and Alice appeared at the threshold. Alice’s bottom lip trembled. “Are you feeling okay?” she asked.

“I’m nervous about attending the king’s ball. It’s nothing to worry over, sweetheart.” He put out his cigarette and hid the remnants of it in his drawer. “I will try to be home before your bedtime.”

All he did was try. Try to be the person he once was, try to be a good uncle, a good doctor, a full person rather than a broken shell wandering and hopeless. Trying never felt good enough.

Matilda released him, her lips pursed. She wanted to convince William to stay home. That’s all he wanted, too, but the ball was about more than the king summoning him. Tonight, they had a chance to talk to the king about the missing patients.

“Ms. Tuckerton has arrived,” Marshall explained. “Everyone waits in the foyer and the carriage is ready to depart.”

Alice’s pout grew exponentially. William kissed his mother’s cheek, then approached Alice to say, “If I am late, I will read you two stories when you next stay over.”

Like fae, she wouldn’t let William forget about a deal struck. She allowed him to depart without anyone having to pry her from his person.

“I hope tonight isn’t unbearable,” Matilda said.

“Me too.” He had more to apologize for, but could never conjure the appropriate words.

He set off to meet his father, brother, and Charmaine in the foyer. Robert didn’t look his way when he descended the stairs. He didn’t look at William most days. Spoke to him, laughed, asked about his day. All of that was normal, but look at him? Robert proved incapable, and if he ever dared, if William entered a room when he wasn’t prepared, Robert’s eyes fell dark, then he hid.

William said nothing of it, nor did anyone else. He hadn’t the heart to ask why.

Robert had never been a man wishing to stand out. His pressed waistcoat hugged his full figure, navy in tone and embellished with silver buttons to match the tip of his cane. His peppered mustache curled at the ends and a top hat hid his thinning hair.

Richard, on the other hand, wanted ships at sea to spot him on the horizon. He donned a peculiar canary yellow tight-waisted coat and matching trousers. The sleeves narrowed at the wrists like Robert’s, but Richard adorned his with bejeweled orange cufflinks like the first dawn of summer. Noble ladies were likely to throw themselves at him. They always did, even with the wedding ring on his finger.

At least he had been home to attend Richard and Eleanor’s wedding. Eleanor wouldn’t be joining them. She was resting very pregnant at home, more than content to be tucked in bed rather than waddling around a party, as she so eloquently put it the other evening.

Comparatively, Charmaine stood stiff as a board, hating the uniform more than William. Ever since she and her mother opened the Gilded Lily, a clothing boutique in town, she took to wearing dresses and skirts. She kept her natural hair shaved, preferring to wear wigs her mother tended for her and learned a plethora of new makeup techniques. Charmaine worked in the back of the store to avoid potentially problematic customers, but she was happier than ever.

Alas, peace abandoned them. They were a rotting mess together, wishing for nothing more than to escape the confines of their past. Without make up, the scars along Charmaine’s cheekbones stood out, a paled brown. She wore gloves, like him, to conceal the scars along her fingertips where claws once ripped the skin.

“Let us get this night over with,” Robert said, sensing the tension in the air but knowing there was nothing that would truly disperse it.

Together, they crowded into the waiting carriage outside.
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Concealed by the exuberant shops and steeples, lived the truth few admitted to. Down by the warehouses spitting smog, presided another city called the outer banks, the true forgotten of Alogan. They slept in tents and sucked on bones. They filled the workhouses and survived off scraps, many of whom saved Alogan from a second destruction.

Over the years, he pondered if the city deserved the first end and should have stayed that way. Fearworn could have wiped Alogan off the map, ending the Ellis family line, who sat on their thrones spewing tales of victory while those who brought that victory died. Not just on the battlefront, but cowering on the city streets they were forced to protect.

The Vandervult estate didn’t sit far from the streets of Alogan. A stretch of trees led them to the brightened roadways where stores closed shop for the night. The buildings hugged one another, rarely separated by alleys and artifacts, as if the city sought warmth from the neighbors. Stone structures, once believed to be columns, erupted from the soil. Lamplight cast the world in a low orange glow, illuminating the silhouettes of inhabitants meandering the streets.

The carriage passed his favorite book store where old tomes cluttered the windows and the sign swung in the evening breeze. At the next turn, Charmaine’s favorite pastry shop, where she grabbed breakfast, stood out with its pink painted exterior. The further into the city they went, the more the landscape changed from shops and run down residences to upscale homes with their gated yards and high steeples. The castle painted the horizon in harsh white stone, looming from the heart of the city. Ladies in puffy dresses and men in top hats gathered in their carriages to join the celebration.

“We won’t stay long,” Robert explained. “After the royals and fae lords are announced, there may be a speech or two. We’ll greet His Majesty, then take our leave.”

“Don’t forget, we will speak to the king concerning William’s missing patients, too,” Richard said.

He tapped the satchel containing all he and Charmaine had collected. He didn’t have the manpower to offer more. He could hardly leave the clinic for long, considering he was the only on-call doctor. Others donated their time occasionally, but they had businesses to run so they weren’t too reliable. He couldn’t ask them to tend to his clinic while he searched the streets for a kidnapper, either.

Robert sighed, as if reminding himself his sons weren’t teenagers he could chastise. “You’re a force to be reckoned with, Richard, but we both know how the king will feel about this.”

“He cannot ignore us in a room full of guests,” William countered, although a sweat had taken him since the moment they departed.

“But he can insist on seeking an audience in private another day, and that day will never come,” Robert countered.

“You say that, and yet, you fight against him. You’ve convinced him to fund our clinics.”

Robert clenched the head of his cane. William didn’t mean to remind his father of how he was sent to war in the first place. He worried bringing up the war or anything he went through would hurt Robert all the more, so he chose not to say anything, but the damage had been done.

Robert heaved a long breath through his nostrils. “His Majesty does what he believes will make him look best. When you inform him that the homeless are going missing, he will be pleased. Most people don’t care about the less fortunate. In fact, they are often glad to be rid of them.”

Robert brushed the curtains aside. They passed through the iron gates warded by roaring lions carved from granite. Rumors claimed the lions would rise and protect their king should unwelcome visitors pass, gifted to the Ellis family by fae upon the signing of the Collision Treaty. Rumors also said they would slay the royals one day so fae could take their place, but William had been around enough fae to know they didn’t care about mortal royalty.

“This isn’t a few people. We’ve counted seven in the last two months. There is darkness in this city. We must get to the bottom of it,” William countered as the carriage slowed behind the procession.

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t, but I am saying His Majesty isn’t the route to take,” Robert said.

Richard settled a hand on their father’s shoulder. “There is no need to worry. We have a plan.”

That would hopefully work. William itched his left arm. His right, the silver monstrosity, never itched, but it felt pain. Of course, fae would ensure that.

“I suppose there is nothing wrong with trying, but please don’t take offense if his answer isn’t what you hoped for,” Robert said.

William didn’t hope for much. If the king acknowledged their request, that may be enough. The authorities could get involved. Even if they weren’t dedicated to the cause, extra eyes and ears on the streets would work wonders.

The carriage came to a halt, and the door opened. Robert stepped into the golden light followed by Richard, who earned the crowd’s attention. Guests called out to him requesting his ear this evening. Richard laughed, saying his hellos and greetings while William and Charmaine shuffled along at his back.

Lanterns hung from strings tied around towering columns lining the stairwell. Visitors whispering to one another over the grandeur passed the double doors into the palace. William cursed every step, wishing the mortar would crack beneath his feet.

Inside, a floral scent overwhelmed his senses. He wished to gag and spit across the immaculate marble floor shined so well it reflected the guest’s silhouettes. Butlers dressed in finely tailored black suits, faces disguised by indistinguishable white masks, guided the guests.

Guests filtered into the adjoining room, a long ballroom decorated in yellow draped silks. Chandeliers hung low, glittering in silver and gold. Fae and mortals alike filled the ballroom, though none could deny the separation. Fae flocked together along the opposite end of the room by the double staircase leading to the balcony on the second floor. The kings and fae lords would descend from there.

“Let’s keep back here,” he whispered.

Charmaine didn’t need to hear him say it; he wanted to avoid Nicholas. The simple thought of Nicholas strangled a breath from his throat. He snatched a glass of wine from a passing butler and downed the beverage in one gulp.

Robert hummed in warning. He didn’t understand. None other than the surviving soldiers understood the evening’s tension.

William’s mind raced with possibilities, how it’d be easy for an enemy to strike. The bright ballroom and loud music put a target on their backs. Every wall had an exit, three further into the interior of the castle and one to the gardens. With the amount of guests, an attack would incite panic. There would be a stampede, so he kept himself close to the door. One hand lingered at his back by the blade tucked beneath his uniform.

Soldiers crowded the room. Many shared similar expressions; dead-eyed and tired. They wished to be free, to escape this torment. In his case, he hoped to escape without seeing Nicholas. That damned fae haunted him for too long. He took root in William’s heart. He was a ghost appearing in the dim morning light, pretending to be capable of love.

Not long after their arrival, horns blared, and the crowd surged. The pressure between them had William gulping for air. He saw the battlefield, the last fight. Fearworn’s monsters raining from the sky. Rifles in his peripheral. Soldiers crying, begging, snarling, doing whatever they could to survive. He couldn’t breathe, thinking of all the blood upon his fingers, bodies broken beneath his cracked fingernails, and Fearworn’s final attack ripping through his body, taking pieces of him.

A fierce hand gripped his arm. “Take a breath,” Charmaine whispered, sounding as panicked as he.

He heaved through his nostrils. Shutting his eyes, he told himself where he was. The king’s ballroom. Fearworn was dead. The war ended. They were far from war, safe.

When his eyes opened, he and Charmaine gazed upon the second floor landing where a man wearing a peculiar feathered hat announced the arrival of their royals.

First came King Ellis, adorned in enough gold to sink a ship. His crimson cloak billowed at his back as he descended, hands raised as if to stop the applause. Next came King Shepherd of the Krenia Kingdom, where Fearworn took his last breath. King Shepherd was equally bejeweled, albeit older in years. He walked crookedly, back bent and most of his weight held by a thick cane.

Then the fae followed. Their silhouettes swam in his blotchy vision. His heart rang in his ears, louder when Laurent appeared. Even in plain navy robes, Laurent had more presence than any in the room. It was his eyes, the way he held himself, like he believed beyond any doubt how better he was. White gems hung from his antlers, appearing like fallen snow. He was ethereal in every sense of the word, deceiving in his beauty.

And at his side was Nicholas, beautiful, breathtaking Nicholas, with his raven hair caught in a low ponytail. Unlike his father, Nicholas wore a suit in blinding gold with dark stitching. He summoned the attention of all in the room. The cursed bastard who stole William’s heart then left it to rot, eyes brilliantly violet, terrifying in their hue. He nearly whimpered because for a long moment, it was not Nicholas he saw, but Fearworn. His silver hair, crooked smile, and eyes such a fierce purple they were painful to gaze upon.

William’s reality shuddered. Sweat dotted his brow. His hands flexed. A woman nearby passed a curious stare, whispering to her husband. They stepped away, like they knew what he hid beneath his gloves. They may as well have.

Upon his return, King Ellis insisted the Vandervults throw a ball in their son’s honor. Of course he became adored, in the only manner high society could adore anyone, because it gave mortals a person to call a hero, to parade as a fine specimen of mortal loyalty and love for country. While they all spoke ill behind his back, the half-man cursed by wild fae magic, the man with cursed limbs, a man destined to die by a fae’s hand, one way or the other. He hated every moment of the event, how the king grabbed his arm to show off like a trophy.

“I need air,” he muttered.

Charmaine called after him, but he skirted around the crowded room to the hall. His vision swayed. Sweat soaked through his uniform. He found an empty lounge and fell upon the carpet, convulsing.

He wheezed, clawing at his chest that refused to expand. Dark spots exploded in his vision. The walls closed in, suffocating. His head pounded, brutally painful. He laid there whimpering, waiting, hoping the fear would pass.

The panic eased little by little, from him counting backwards from a hundred because that’s all he could think of doing. Then his shaking hand fell on a nearby end stand and he forced himself onto his feet.

Blood filled his mouth. He pressed a finger to his lips, then along his tender tongue. Red stained his fingertips. He bit the inside of his cheek, probably the moment he saw Nicholas with those eyes…

Nicholas fell. Losing himself as Fearworn had was his greatest fear.

William pressed the back of his hand to his mouth, silencing the sorrow he cursed himself for feeling. Nicholas abandoned him. He disappeared when William needed him. He didn’t write and never showed up to ask how he fared. Nicholas played the trickery of fae well, and William had lost.

“You can’t care,” he whispered, leaning against the end stand. His body ached. He undid the buttons of his uniform, trying to fan himself. In his thoughts, he didn’t notice the shadow within the threshold until it was too late.

“My wicked,” Nicholas whispered, and his heart stopped.
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