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      If it snows any harder, I won’t be able to finish my normal day’s workload—not that the weather would be an acceptable excuse for Gunnar. My stepfather’s expectations have never been reasonable, particularly where I’m concerned. I’d run away if it weren’t for my mother, and I’d take her with me if he wouldn’t kill me for it. If leaving wouldn’t kill her.

      Thinking of her pushes me to work harder. Ever since she got sick, I’ve been relegated to menial work. Gunnar knows I won’t tell her because the last thing I want is to add to her worries when she can’t even get out of bed. She’s already concerned about us kids, and especially me.

      I keep telling her I’ll be fine, and I will be. I’m just not sure what that’ll look like. Though her husband is the only father figure I’ve ever known, he’s always made it clear I’m not his. Once Mother’s illness finally wins, he’s either going to give me worse work—if possible—or banish me from the family’s farm.

      He never misses an opportunity to remind me I don’t belong, and he’ll never give me anything of his.

      I toss the steaming horse manure into a bucket then set the shovel aside. It’s almost impossible to see the house through the squall. As snowflakes dance to the ground, I plead to the skies for help. I’m not sure anyone up there is listening, or if there’s any entities up there at all, but I really don’t have any other option.

      Nobody down here can do anything for me, and Gunnar won’t.

      “Eira! Eira!”

      Instinctively, I grab the shovel and start scooping more excrement.

      My youngest sister Runa hurries toward me. She slips on the ice then skids to a stop inches from me, gasping for air and loosening the top of her fur coat. “I ran all… the way here… Mother… she…”

      “Stop!” I don’t wait to hear the rest. There’s only one reason anyone would race all this way to tell me about Mother.

      She’s near the end. This is it. The only reason Runa is here.

      The silent tears trailing down my sister’s pale cheeks tell me I’m right. She tucks one of her tiny, nearly-white braids behind an ear and chews on her lower lip. More tears pool in her light eyes.

      I need to be strong for her, for all of my siblings. In any other situation, as the oldest daughter I’d have been slated to step into Mother’s role as caregiver and head of household duties the moment she got sick. Definitely once she leaves the earth. I’ll do what I can while I’m able, assuming Gunnar hasn’t already thrown my things into the fire.

      And assuming she hasn’t already passed away.

      That’s a thought I can’t even comprehend.

      I take Runa’s hand, her skin looking even paler next to mine. “Let’s go.”

      She sniffles as she nods, then we burst into a run. Snowflakes smack my face in tiny icy bursts, but I ignore them. Thankfully my fur coat protects the rest of my body. Between the heavy pelts and running from the animal fields to the house, I’m drenched in sweat as my sister and I race up the creaky front steps.

      Runa flings open the front door. “Hurry!”

      We barely take the time to hang our coats inside before racing to the big bedroom. All of my other siblings are already gathered around the large canopied bed. I can’t even see Mother with such a crowd around her.

      “She wants to talk to you alone.” My stepfather’s fair brows draw together. The warning in his piercing eyes tells me not to take up too much of her remaining time.

      If it were up to him, I wouldn’t even get to say goodbye to my own mother.

      He gathers my siblings, and for a rare moment I get her all to myself. I hurry to Mother’s side and take her hands in mine. “I’m here, Mama.”

      I haven’t called her that since I was a little girl—and that’s how I feel suddenly. A lump forms in my throat, and tears sting my eyes. I’ve pushed all my worry and sadness aside since the day she turned ill, and now they threaten to overwhelm me.

      My mother turns her head slowly. Her dull eyes light up when our gazes meet. “My precious Eira.”

      “Mama.”

      “My time has come, darling daughter.”

      All I can do is shake my head. I want to tell her she’s wrong, mistaken. But we both know the truth.

      “There’s something… I need to tell you. Secrets… I’ve been keeping.”

      My heart skips a beat. Is she finally going to tell me about my birth father? She’s always promised she would. Without much time left, the long-awaited day is finally here.

      I’d rather have my mother alive and well than know anything about the man who did nothing more than sire me.

      “Do you need anything? Can I get you something?” I ask only to put off the inevitable, as if my fussing could add even a moment to her life.

      A raspy sigh escapes her mouth. “Your father… isn’t… who you think. Should’ve told you… sooner.”

      My stomach drops. I’ve never given any thought to my real father. Literally nothing. The only thing I know is he didn’t stick around to help raise me. Well, that and he obviously has dark hair, eyes, and skin. It’s his features that make me stand out like a palm tree in the snow in a world of blonde hair and light eyes. But other than that, I’ve never wasted my energies pondering his identity or personality. At least, not him specifically. The mysterious half of my heritage, however? I’ve wondered about that more than I’d like to admit.

      “You need… to find him. He has… answers. He…” She squeezes my hand. “He’s…”

      “Yes?” My breath catches. The suspense is going to do me in. Whatever she’s about to say has to be bad. Maybe he’s in prison for mass murder. Or maybe he’s never been caught. Mother fled here while pregnant. That’s never been a secret. Now I realize she must have been running to keep us safe. It’s the only explanation—I come from someone who’s done terrible things.

      “Who is he?” I ask, trying to keep the desperation from my tone. The last thing she needs is any stress right now.

      She sucks in a deep breath, closes her eyes. For a moment, I think she took her secret to the grave.

      “Mother?” My voice cracks. A tear finally escapes. “Are you still here?”

      Her fingers slide through mine and squeeze. She’s still with me. “You… should find him.”

      A thought strikes me. My father isn’t a killer, or she wouldn’t tell me to find him. It gives me hope that he isn’t worse than Gunnar. I need to know who he is, because I’m going to need his protection once my stepfather disowns me. Once Mother is gone, I’ll be on my own despite Gunnar’s empty promises to watch out for me.

      Mother opens her eyes, meets my gaze. “Find him.”

      “Where? Who is he?” I plead.

      “He’s… fae.”

      The words are like a slap to my face. I struggle to find my voice. “Wh-what?”

      She can’t be right. I had to have misheard her. There’s no way my father is fae. It’s impossible. I don’t have any powers. There’s not one thing special about me.

      On the other hand, if true, this is a fate worse than death. Everybody hates halflings. Humans and fae hate each other—but both detest halflings. No one accepts them. That explains my stepfather’s utter disdain for me. It isn’t just because I’m another man’s child. I’m a halfling.

      It can’t be true. It just can’t.

      “D-does Gunnar know?” The question escapes my mouth before I can filter it out.

      She shakes her head slowly. “Never tell him.”

      Then my stepfather only hates me for normal human reasons. I can only imagine his wrath if he thought I was a halfling.

      Mother clears her throat. “Don’t let him find out.”

      “To keep me safe.”

      She nods. We both know how dangerous this secret is for me.

      Knock, knock!

      “You’ve had enough time in there!” Gunnar’s voice booms through the thick door.

      Mother squeezes my hands again. “You need to know he’s⁠—”

      The door bursts open. My stepfather glares at me. “Do you think you’re something special? The rest of us deserve time with her too!”

      I glance back down at Mother, her hands limply resting in mine. Silently I plead with her to finish her sentence. To mouth what she was going to tell me. What kind of a fae is my father? And therefore me?

      Whatever powers or abilities he has, I have access to as well. I can use those when I’m out on my own protecting myself.

      He’ll need to teach me. That is, if he’ll accept his halfling daughter. The fact that he’s never reached out tells me everything I need to know. Unless he stayed away to protect me. No. That’s not a good enough excuse to abandon me.

      I’m just as much on my own as I thought. Only now more so. The fact that I’m halfling will only mark me as everyone’s enemy. Soon, all people—human and fae alike—will look at me like Gunnar is glaring at me now.

      “Mother?” I squeeze her hands.

      She closes her eyes, and she goes limp.

      “Mother!”

      No response.

      I rest my head on her stomach and wail.

      Someone pulls me away from her, and I fight them. It’s no use. My stepfather and brothers are bigger and stronger than me.

      Gunnar squeezes my arm so tightly that I gasp. His nostrils flare as he stares me down. “Pack your things.”

      “But—”

      “I already have your future husband on his way.”

      Blood drains from my head. “You what?”

      “You heard. Go pack your things. I can’t wait for that dowry to be mine.”

      I stare at him, dumbfounded. My mother just died moments ago, and he’s marrying me off?

      He shoves me. “Get to it!”

      The room fills with my nine siblings and other relatives who have been called here for Mother’s end.

      I won’t be here to mourn her with them. It doesn’t matter that I’m her firstborn, that she fled to this place to keep me safe. Now I must leave and figure everything out on my own—before a rich, old man arrives to stake his claim on me.

      The thought sends a shudder through me. Gunnar wouldn’t care to pick someone kind or compatible with me. He would choose the richest man looking for a wife here in Skoro, and that means only one man. Vog is more than twice my age, is missing teeth, smells bad, and is even crueler than my stepfather. His wife recently died under mysterious circumstances, and there are whispers he had a hand in it.

      I have to escape before he arrives, without anyone seeing me go.

      Then, in order to survive, I’ll have to figure out who my father is and hope he’ll be willing to help a halfling he never wanted. If he’d accepted me, Mother would’ve stayed with him. But a fae/human couple raising a halfling?

      That would never happen.

      Fae rule over and oppress humans. They don’t fall in love, and they certainly don’t take care of each other.

      I have to pick a side and hide the other half of my identity. Depending on what type of fae I am, I’m either part of the ruling class or the outcasts—the bloodsuckers or shifters who live in and rule the woods. Whether high or lowly, fae terrorize humans. We’re at the bottom of the social chain, lower than the ruthless murderers of the night.

      Halflings are even lower than humans.

      My father could belong to either class. Either he’s an aristocrat who refused to acknowledge his halfling heir, or he’s a forest dweller who wanted to kill his halfling offspring. Either way, it’s no surprise that Mother ended up on her own. No fae would want me, and I was a baby only a mother could love.

      Now I’m a grown woman nobody wants. A despised halfling. I can’t live among humans or fae. Except Mother said to find my father. Might he accept me? Is there a chance? If there is, I need to take it. Even though I don’t know where to begin.

      At least I don’t have to live on this farm anymore. Although Gunnar and Vog will surely be after me once they realize I’ve run away. And I’ll be in worse danger if they figure out I’m a halfling. They won’t just kill me—they’ll torture me. Make me wish I was dead.

      Maybe I’ll be able to figure out my fae powers on my own and use those against them.

      Probably not. From what I’ve heard, most fae spend years honing their powers. As fae are stronger than humans, I’ll probably be safer among them. How can I blend in and find my place amongst their kind? Perhaps my father and his relatives will accept me.

      Except my mother moved to Skoro to keep me safe—probably from them. I’m the lowest of the low, after all. Despised by everyone.

      Before I can worry about assimilating with my real father’s family, I need to escape my stepfather. First I need to pack what I can carry with me. It’s time to start over.

      Completely on my own.
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      The two bags weigh heavily on my back as I stand in the doorway to give one last glance to the only bedroom I’ve ever known. Just like Mother, I’ll never see it again. I’ve burned her image in my memory, and I attempt to do the same with the sleeping space sparsely decorated with four single beds, one dresser, and plain white curtains over a tiny window.

      More than anything, I want to give my sisters a tight squeeze goodbye, but Gunnar will never allow that. Maybe one day after I’ve figured out my powers, I can return and make him wish he’d been nicer to me when he had the chance.

      Or I could choose to forget all about him and never give him another passing thought. That might be the better sort of revenge, though making him pay would be more fun.

      I shove those thoughts from my mind and head for the kitchen, grabbing enough food to tide me over for the night until I figure out where to get my next meal.

      Wailing sounds from the big bedroom. My chest tightens, and a single tear trails down my face. Unfortunately, I don’t have the luxury of the mourning week the rest of my family will take.

      Come to think of it, returning to make my stepfather pay does sound like a good idea. There’s no reason other than spite that he wouldn’t even let me take time to cry over my mother. It wouldn’t cost him anything to give me a few more days here, but he wouldn’t wait until her body cooled to toss me out like trash.

      So be it. The sooner I’m away from him, the better. My only regret is not being able to say goodbye to my sisters. We’ve always been close, despite Gunnar’s many attempts to turn them against me. He can’t take away the fact that we’re blood—as much as he hates that fact.

      I let my bags slide to the floor and return to my bedroom. Once I find a pad of paper and a dull pencil, I scribble a note letting my beautiful sisters know how much I love them and will never forget them.

      It will crush them to lose me on the same day as Mother, but there’s nothing I can do about that. I’m not sticking around to marry that wicked man. I have to get out of here as fast as I can, before he arrives.

      My siblings losing me is on Gunnar. As much as I want to tell them so, I refrain from mentioning him in the letter. It’s important they know I didn’t want to leave them. They’ll understand the subtext. Maybe not little Runa, but the others will explain it to her.

      I’m losing everything today, and I can’t even take the time to think about it. I leave the note in a place my sisters will find it then return to my things in the kitchen. My heart aches to join my family in the remembrance of Mother. I should be here for all of it, especially the funeral march two days from now, but the best I can hope for is to watch from a distance.

      If I’m safe staying in the village.

      Even that is nothing more than wishful thinking. I need to get out of Skoro completely. Gunnar is well respected here, so most everyone in town would jump to help him find me. He will stop at nothing to get a fat dowry from my marriage.

      The people I’ve known my entire life will form a mob and drag me through the village to return me to him.

      Tears blur my vision. Every time I turn around I face another loss. More than my mother, family, and home, it’s everything I’ve ever held dear. I’m forced to abandon all I’ve ever known.

      The only thing I can afford to think about is survival. I don’t know what lies outside the walls of Skoro—only frightening rumors about the fae. And given Mother’s last words, I’m one of them. Kind of. Half.

      There’s a chance they’ll accept me, small as it may be.

      Here in Skoro, every male who reaches maturity joins the military and serves time protecting our human colony, even though fae rarely make the trek here. Not with the extreme cold weather. They like to be comfortable, so they’ve taken over the moderate climate areas, leaving the humans to make due in either the snowy regions or scorching deserts. Our kind can only live free in those rare pockets of protected land. From what I’ve heard, humans in fae territory are either slaves or in hiding.

      Not that I can even call humans my kind anymore. Will I ever adjust to being both—and at the same time neither? It’s surreal to think I’m half fae, yet it does make sense.

      A small fire burns in my chest. What powers do I have? How can I figure them out and use them to my advantage? Will I need to find my father to get any of those answers?

      If only my mother had been able to finish her sentence. Of course it had been Gunnar who kept that information from me. Even without trying, he still manages to ruin everything for me.

      My stepfather’s voice sounds louder. He must be coming closer.

      I pull myself from my thoughts and realize I’m just standing here thinking. Trying to make sense of everything that just happened. Despite how much Gunnar hates me, I want to stay. The farm is all I’ve known, even if my stepfather hates me and wants to make my life miserable.

      Loud footsteps echo from the other room. Soon he’s speaking with someone… It sounds like his brother. Of course he would bring his family here at a time like this, and not to mourn my mother. Gunnar wants backup should I flee instead of marrying. He’s protecting the dowry, coveting the rich man’s payment for my servitude.

      Heart pounding, I quickly tiptoe toward the door. If he sees me trying to escape, he’ll tie me up or lock me in a room until Vog arrives to have his way with me.

      Grief overwhelms me as I slip through the doorway for a final time. I’ll never see my mother, siblings, or this house again. After one last glance, I hurry away. Heaving a sigh that sends a puff of white vapor into the air, I turn my back on the only home I’ve ever known then start down the snow-covered dirt road to the end of the property. Hopefully the fat flakes continue to fall and cover my tracks.

      I’ll have to figure a way out of the village unseen. The army guards the entrances around the clock. It’s mostly to keep out the fae, but they also refuse to let people like me leave. Women and children can’t exit without permission from their fathers or husbands. I have neither, so one would think that wouldn’t be a problem, but I’m still considered Gunnar’s. If others know of his deal, people will also see me as Vog’s.

      My future depends on me escaping as soon as possible. I’ve heard of places where women can live free and make their own decisions without deferring to a man. If that’s true, I’m going to find one—even if it’s across the globe. I’m an adult but people still treat me as a child. I only stuck around because of my mother and siblings—and I’d stay if my stepfather allowed. I’ve put up with Gunnar’s mistreatment this long, I could continue a little longer. But he doesn’t want me. Worse, he wants money for me and is insisting on marrying me off. Not only do I have no desire to get married, but I refuse to wed Vog.

      That’s all irrelevant. I’m on a new adventure now.

      It’s dusk, which helps camouflage me as I hurry from my home. Even so, I dart near trees, posts, and anything else that will keep me from being completely out in the open.

      A wind picks up, brushing more snowflakes against my exposed skin. Even with my warm coat and hat, I shiver. Soon enough, walking with these packs will have me in a sweat.

      A furtive glance around tells me I’m still alone. My stepfather isn’t after me yet. He hasn’t noticed I’ve slipped away and he’s losing whatever riches Vog promised him for my hand… and more. I shudder at the thought.

      All of this snow is enough to make me wonder what it would be like at the human establishments in the sunny deserts with no need for thick warm coats just to step outside. They probably have the opposite problems and dream about living somewhere cold.

      It’s in the fae establishments where things are most comfortable. If I can hide my human half, I might be able to make a home for myself in one of those places. But before I do that, I have to figure out my fae powers. Somehow I need to solve this mystery with nothing to go on. I don’t know my real father’s name or even which type of fae he is. And if he wants nothing to do with me, I’ll never find him. His powers must vastly outshine whatever mine might be—he’s had decades or even centuries to hone his skills, depending on what type he is and how old he is.

      He might be willing to talk to me. I am his daughter. The fact that he had a relationship with my mother shows he isn’t fully against humans, unless of course he didn’t realize what she was. He clearly didn’t accept her being pregnant with me, or they’d have married. I wouldn’t have grown up with a stepfather who despises my very existence.

      Everything is a gamble, but I have no other choice than my natural father. He’s the only one who can provide the answers I need. Even if he gives me the boot after filling in some blanks, at least that would be better than where I’m at now.

      Alone and cold with the only life I know literally behind me.

      It takes nearly half an hour to reach the edge of the farmland. I keep focused on the dirt road ahead, ignoring the fields and large livestock. I’ve spent my life caring for them—before Gunnar relegated me to manure patrol when Mother became too ill to know what was going on outside her bedroom—and breaks my heart to think about never seeing the animals again. I can’t handle more loss.

      So I concentrate on the road ahead and the dancing snowflakes. With each step I take, I get warmer. More comfortable. My confidence grows in my ability to make this adventure work. Never mind not knowing how I’m going to get through the settlement’s walls or what lies behind them. Those are problems for later.

      Once I reach the edge of the property, I pause. Give myself a moment to rest and catch my breath since nobody else is in sight. The main gravel road past the farmland gives me three options. I’d rather avoid the middle one that leads directly into the bustling main part of town.

      The other two routes will eventually take me to the sides of the territory where I can potentially find a way out. It won’t be easy—the walls are designed to keep people on their proper side. But the army can’t be everywhere, and everything has weaknesses. I just have to find one of the wall’s secret entrances.

      Someone grabs my arm, and a deep male voice booms behind me. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      My heart leaps into my throat, my knees wobble. Why didn’t I grab a weapon before leaving?

      I whip around, prepared to either fight or run.

      And hopefully survive.
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      My legs turn to rubber as I take in the face staring down at me. It takes me a moment to find my voice, and it comes out sounding childlike. “Harek?”

      My best friend releases my arm, adjusts the same fur hat he’s had since he was fifteen, then glances down the road to the farm. “Aren’t you supposed to be scooping scat? Gunnar’s going to beat you again if you don’t get back to work, and when that happens, I can’t promise I’ll keep my fists to myself this time.”

      “I’m running away because he’s sold me to the highest bidder. Vog is on his way to the farm for me now.”

      Harek’s brows draw together. His face reddens, the color so deep it’s visible even in the moonlight. “Does your mother know? No way she’d allow that! She’d find the energy to climb out of that bed and pulverize him. And if she doesn’t, I will. She won’t mind—I’m sure of it. No way she agreed to that. He’s slimy and dastardly, and you shouldn’t have to be in the same room as him, much less marry him. Give me two minutes with him and he’ll breathe from the wrong orifice for the rest of his life!”

      The tears I’ve been trying to hold back blur him into the shape of a cloud, and my mouth trembles. I struggle to say something coherent but can’t.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I can barely sputter out one word. “Mother…”

      “No!” Harek gasps. “Say it isn’t so—she can’t be gone already!”

      The tears gush down my face, my entire body shakes. I can’t hold back my grief any longer. In the safety of Harek’s presence, I can’t push down my pain for another moment.

      “Eira, I’m so sorry.” My best friend pulls me into his arms and squeezes me so tightly against his chest I can barely breathe. “When did it happen? Did you get to say goodbye?”

      My tears soak the fur on his jacket, making it smell even muskier than before. Somehow I manage to find the words. “She died just a little bit ago.” My voice cracks. “I barely had time to pack my things and sneak out. Mother no sooner took her final breath before I heard about Vog.”

      “You want me to mess him up? I’ll do it. Just say the word. Or I can go for Gunnar. You know I’ve always wanted to put that scat weasel in his place.”

      “No, forget about them.” I sniffle, choking back more sobs. “I’m running away. I’ll never have to see either of them ever again.”

      “Fine, I’ll put them out of my mind for now. Let’s focus on you.” He pats my back. “Come with me.”

      “Where?”

      “My place. You need food and water.”

      “I can’t. Me being there will put your family in danger.”

      “We’ll deal with that later. What you need is time to mourn. You can stay with us as long as you need. My parents and I will go with you to the funeral.”

      “Gunnar took that from me. I have to get out of Skoro. Staying isn’t an option—not even with you. Especially not with you. He’ll go after you and your parents. I’d never be able to live with myself.”

      “We can handle him. That dung licker doesn’t know what… wait. Did you say you’re leaving? You can’t mean for good.”

      “I have no other choice, Harek.”

      “We’ll hide you. Lie to his face if it comes down to it. You’re staying with us, and I won’t take no for an answer.”

      There’s no point arguing with him when he has his mind made up. At least I’m with someone who will take care of me. Maybe I can stay with Harek’s family during the mourning period before fleeing town. I could even watch the funeral from a distance.

      Then I’ll be able to make a plan to figure out my fae heritage, crazy as that sounds. Seriously, will I ever get used to the fact that I’m part fae?

      I should use the proper term. Halfling. I’m neither fae nor human.

      At least I’m used to a life of not being accepted. Now I simply have another reason to be hated. Because of my very essence.

      “Come on.” Harek takes my bags from me, heaves them onto his back, then guides me down the road. We stay near the edge of the tree line, making it harder for anyone to see us.

      It’s nice to have someone taking care of me. I wish I could tell him my secret, but I can’t share that I’m a halfling—not even with him.

      Nobody can know. My mother was right about that much.

      I’ll spend a few days with him, enjoying some last moments and memories with my best friend before taking off on my new journey. After that, I’ll find both my father and my destiny then start my new life… whatever that might look like. That’ll depend on whether my one remaining parent accepts me.

      Given when my mother was pregnant she fled from him—I can only assume, since she didn’t have time to tell me much—he must not have wanted anything to do with their child. Or he didn’t realize Mother was only human when they got together. Finding out would’ve been unacceptable.

      It isn’t like fae look any different in their natural form. I’ve only seen a few in my time, but had I not known what they were, I’d have just thought they were like anyone else. Hopefully things will make more sense once I’m out in the wild and reach my first fae territory.

      Before I know it, we reach Harek’s home. It’s small compared to mine—my former home—but it works for his little family. His father doesn’t see having kids as building his empire. Not like Gunnar, who wanted Mother popping out babies one after another so they would all work the farm for him. Everyone except me, because I don’t look like him. If I had his pale hair, eyes, and skin, would he want me to stay instead of selling me for a dowry? Probably not. Regardless of my appearance, my very existence is a reminder he wasn’t the first man in Mother’s life, and Gunnar wants to be first at everything. That alone could be why he hates me so much. Or it could be one of a dozen other things. Whatever the reason, I really don’t care. I’m about to start my own adventure.

      Harek pulls me into his house and immediately sets a glass of water on the table in front of me.

      I gulp it down, only now realizing how parched I am. All my crying must have dehydrated me. I’d mostly held it together until I saw him. Something about Harek breaks through my walls.

      “What are you hungry for?” he asks.

      “Nothing.” My stomach roars loudly.

      He lifts a brow. “Really?”

      “My stomach and mind don’t agree with each other.”

      “I’ll find something.” He rummages around then puts some smoked meat on a plate along with some cheese. “Try it. Last time Father and I went out, we struck gold.”

      “A deer?”

      “Better.” He beams.

      It’s rare any of the local archers catch anything larger than a deer out in the woods, though Harek and his father tend to catch large animals none of the others do. “I give up. What’d you get?”

      “Taste and see if you can figure it out.” He nudges the plate closer to me.

      I’m hardly a meat connoisseur, unless it’s something from the farm. We eat and sell a lot of chicken, eggs, and pork. Not much else. Gunnar never cooks anything bigger. He sells cows for top dollar, never “wasting” any of the beef on the likes of his family.

      Harek picks up a piece of dark meat and hands it to me.

      The rich flavor explodes in my mouth, making me forget my problems momentarily. I recognize it—probably from another time I ate it here—but I can’t place it. “You’re going to have to tell me.”

      “Buffalo.” He grins widely. “We’re going to be able to buy everything we need around here. The meat has been selling like crazy at the market.”

      “Don’t waste your family’s food by feeding me this expensive meat.”

      “Because it’s too good not to share with my best friend. Especially after the day you’ve had.”

      I glance at the plate. “You’re sure?”

      “If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have offered it to you. Try it with the cheese.”

      After a moment of hesitation, I do. It’s even tastier than the other piece.

      “See?” He takes some and eats it. “I can’t believe we were so lucky. One animal, and we’re set to buy everything we need for a full month.”

      “I’m really happy for you. Speaking of your parents, where are they?”

      “Mother’s selling meat at the market while Father prepares the less desirable parts. There’s a buyer for every cut. It’s just a matter of waiting for the right person to come along.”

      “And what about you? Are you just lazing around today?”

      He chuckles. “Hardly. Everything around here falls on me for now. Not that I mind—this is going to be a great month.”

      “No one deserves it more than your family.” I glance at the last piece of meat on the plate.

      “Take it,” he says.

      I feel bad eating so much of his buffalo, but I need the nourishment if I’m going to travel through the woods and try to find answers about my heritage. I still can’t believe I’m part fae. I don’t know how Mother managed to keep that a secret all these years. She must’ve known whatever my powers are, they wouldn’t present a problem if I accidentally discovered them. What are they? What magical thing can I do?

      “Do tell.” Harek’s voice breaks through my thoughts.

      Even though I’ve always told him everything, I’m not ready to voice this.

      “What’s your plan?” he asks. “Now that you’re finally free of Gunnar.”

      “I’m not free until I’ve left the village gates, and now I have Vog to worry about, too.” I sigh, thinking of traveling through the woods on my own. There are all kinds of vile creatures out there—fae so terrible they aren’t allowed in the kingdoms and territories of their own kind. They’re the main reason our settlement has walls. It’s to keep out all fae, sure, but especially the bloodsuckers, the shifters, and the like. Those are the fae that parents tell scary stories about to their children to keep them in line.

      The cold-blooded killers who give no thought to taking innocent lives.

      “Eira? What’s your plan?”

      I turn my attention back to Harek. “I’m leaving.”

      “Right now?” Color drains from his face. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I know I said I was going to stay a little while, but the more I think about it, the more I just need to leave. We both know Gunnar will stop at nothing until he gets the payment for me. I’m not safe in Skoro. Vog is already on his way to the farm.”

      Harek stumbles over his words before spitting out something that makes sense. “You’re actually going somewhere else? Forever?”

      “I have no other choice.”

      “We’ll take you in. Maybe that’s why Father and I caught the buffalo—to save you.”

      I straighten my shoulders. “I don’t want saving.”

      He rubs his temples. “At least take some time to think about this. Let yourself mourn your mother. Then you’ll be able to think clearly later.”

      “I’ve had plenty of time to gather my thoughts since she fell ill. From that moment, Gunnar had me scooping manure and gathering slop for the animals, which left me nothing but time to work everything out. I have to start over fresh. I wish I didn’t have to leave you behind, but I do. I’m sorry. It’s my destiny now. I knew I had to get away before, but now with Vog in the picture, things are more dire than I thought.”

      Especially now that I know I have a real father out there somewhere. Even if he outright rejects me, I have to at least find out if he’ll consider taking me in.

      Harek leans closer and rests a hand on mine.

      An awkward moment passes between us. We both yank our hands away.

      “I just mean…” He clears his throat. “My parents and I are more of a family to you than Gunnar ever was.”

      Tears prickle at my eyes. “I know, and I appreciate your offer. However, I don’t want to be a burden to your parents. They’ve already been through enough. Besides, I need to do this.”

      My best friend stares into my eyes. “You’re keeping something from me.”

      I try to deny it, but can’t get out the words.

      “Eira.” He holds my gaze.

      I swear he stares directly into my soul.

      “You’re right, Harek.”

      He blinks a few times. “That you’re keeping something from me?”

      “Yes. But I can’t tell you what I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Well, at least you’re being honest about it. Can you at least say why you can’t tell me?”

      My stomach knots. How would I explain it to him without telling him that I’m a halfling? I’d risk everything. He is the one person I’ve always been able to rely on outside of my mother and sisters. I can’t put him in danger. Plus, what if this news was too much for him? If he decided he couldn’t be my friend anymore, I couldn’t take it. Not when I’ve already lost everything else today.

      “Eira?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Did Gunnar do something that you didn’t tell me about? I’ll kill him. Nobody’d ever suspect it was me. I’m an archer, you know. I could be in and out before anyone noticed.”

      “No.” Guilt stings. He’s willing to kill for me, and here I am doubting he’ll accept me after finding out about my real father.

      Except my conflicted feelings aren’t unfounded. Everyone hates halflings. Up until this afternoon before talking to my mother, if I’d crossed paths with one, I’d have run away and never looked back.

      “No, he didn’t do anything?” Harek asks. “Or no, you don’t want me to kill him?”

      “Both.” Suddenly exhaustion sweeps through me. “But I’ll take you up on your offer to rest here before I figure out my next step.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. Let me get you settled.”

      I follow him to their spare room. While this house is like a second home to me, I’ve never spent a night anywhere other than the farmhouse.

      Everything in my life is going to be a series of firsts from here on out. Some of those firsts will put my life in danger.

      I hope I’m up to the task. Whether or not I am, everything is about to change.
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