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      Darkness enveloped her. Standing on the highest balcony of the tallest reaches of the Shadow King’s castle, Faeliel stared out into the bleakness that was her future. She’d gotten everything that she’d wanted, but at what cost?

      Faeliel, former princess of the Upper Realm, banished daughter of King Othin and mistress of but one low-born handmaiden would never again see the glittering light of her home realm. Six weeks ago, she never would have imagined it, but now? Where once her future had seemed so bright, now it seemed lost in endless night.

      King Rindae, ruler of the dark elves of the Shadow Realm, would take her as his queen. Their spirits were already becoming entwined, and soon they would be married. Their souls would unite soon after, she was sure, and then the lifemate bond would be complete. Once, that would have made her giddy with joy, to be secure in her power, joined with a king who would accept her and protect her, finally on equal terms with her father, who for so long had refused to see her as anything more than a bauble to decorate his hall.

      Except he had done the unthinkable and disavowed her birthright, effectively banishing her into this land with no hope for even a glimpse of the gilded city she once called home.

      Faeliel leaned out over the edge of the rail, her gaze caught on the floating wisplights and flickering torches so far distant in the city. The creatures that called this place home skittered from place to place, looking like little more than scuttling bugs from this height. Her gaze moved down, watching the pedestrians walk across the bridge that stretched across the moat that surrounded the obsidian castle. A fall from this height would surely end her.

      She leaned ever so slightly forward.

      “My lady, you should step back from the edge,” Lhéwen urged. She made no move to step closer or pull Faeliel away, but her voice held an edge of nervous fear and her aura shivered and shrank away.

      Faeliel felt no fear. Not of the fall.

      “King Othin will not be satisfied with Daeturion’s head.” It was only Lhéwen with her. She could allow herself to think aloud, at least for a moment. The woman had no one to whom she could tell her mistress’s secrets.

      “No,” Lhéwen said, simply.

      King Rindae’s named heir and the Shadow Court spymaster, Daeturion had been the sacrificial lamb upon whom her father took his vengeance when she and King Rindae refused to submit.

      “Already he seeks to destroy me. I can feel it.” Her gaze traveled once more out into the streets of Nalakadr. “Somewhere out there, King Othin’s spies are searching for ways to reach me. To reach us. To take what he wants and destroy what he doesn’t.”

      “How would he bring spies into this realm? The portal is watched, the enclosure secure. He has no one here.” Lhéwen’s voice was soothing, her cadence calm and her words confident. But she didn’t know. She couldn’t know.

      “There were spies here before our arrival. Men and women twisted to the High King’s purpose. And not only high elves. Every upperworlder should be suspect.” Faeliel turned to face her handmaiden, her thoughts as dark as the deeply shadowed night around her. “Maybe even you. After all, you came into my service because your mother served the queen. I didn’t choose you.”

      She shouldn’t trust anyone. Couldn’t trust anyone.

      “My lady, I have never been in the king’s service except in as much as every citizen owes him allegiance. I have never betrayed your confidence.”

      Faeliel frowned. The words felt true, but she was no truthseeker to know without doubt.

      Lhéwen continued. “After all, you chose me for this adventure. I did not seek it out.”

      Partially mollified, Faeliel returned to her examination of her new city. “Yes. And now I shall have to surround myself with new allies. I shall find a way to win the dark elves to my cause. No matter what it requires, I will make this realm my new home and secure my future here. I will marry King Rindae, take my crown, and destroy anyone who gets in my way.”
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      Six weeks of darkness. It hadn’t been that long, and yet the weight of it dragged on Lhéwen’s soul. She craved sunlight.

      Each day, before the sun crested the horizon, Lhéwen would sit on a stone bench in a discreet corner of the palace garden to await its golden glow. She’d taken to wearing the bare minimum of clothing—only what was needed for basic propriety—to maximize the exposure on her skin. Luckily, the Shadow Realm fashions were forgiving. In fact, she’d seen other women wearing far less than her breezy sleeveless gown. It still felt improper.

      But the draw of the sun overrode her embarrassment, and she soaked up every last ray of sunlight until the orb returned to its hiding place on the other side of the world. Lhéwen lamented its departure, grieving for the sparkling redolence of her home world.

      Even the Human Realm would be a welcome change from the shadows and firelight.

      Today was no different than any other day since Princess Faeliel’s banishment. While Lhéwen languished in their suite, Faeliel spent her time with King Rindae, requiring only minimal assistance to dress in the morning and then again for the dinner feast. Since she rarely stayed in her own rooms anymore, Lhéwen wasn’t required for bedtime preparations. The rest of her day was her own to do with as she chose—so long as she remained within a messenger’s reach.

      The first few days, she’d wandered the palace, receiving glares from nobles and servants alike. The nobles, at least, kept their thoughts to themselves. The servants were less inhibited. They seemed to go out of their way to make her life difficult within the palace walls. Whispers intended for her ears would share conspiracy theories of spy craft or emotional manipulation. If she approached with a request, even something as innocuous as soap for her ladyship’s bath, they would set the harshest, most foul-smelling bar on the counter and turn their back. She’d been reprimanded twice for not procuring supplies appropriate for her ladyship’s position in the palace and had been forced to find the supply room herself and sneak the necessary items.

      When walking the halls, she had been tripped and shoved, once falling to the ground at the hands of a human washer-woman. She dared not protest.

      When she’d finally grown tired of the abuse, she’d retreated to her room, spending her time with her design book, a needle, and thread—when she could procure them.

      It was only in these brief moments of silent sun that she was able to relax and pretend, however briefly, that she was free.

      In truth, the palace garden was lovely, if a bit monochromatic for her taste. Planting beds had been carefully prepared and curated for the native shadow rose that bloomed in the ash-fall of the local volcanoes. To convince the flowers to bloom year-round, the gardeners spread ash two or three knuckles deep over the roots of the thorny bushes. Against this dark backdrop, the pristine white flowers seemed to glow in anticipation of the afternoon dawn.

      Following the flower’s example, Lhéwen lifted her face to the sky, and closed her eyes, ready to receive her daily dose of sunlight.

      Two heartbeats later and cold liquid poured across her face and body. Lhéwen sputtered, and the foul taste of urine splashed in her mouth. She scrambled upright, furiously attempting to wipe the vile fluid off her face and body. Her heart rate sped as she spat and spat again.

      Embarrassment coursed through her veins, but for what? It wasn’t as if she had made a mistake. She had been resting, awaiting the sun’s blessing. She had done nothing to earn this mistreatment.

      Standing wet and cold in the garden, the sun unable to warm her or comfort her, she looked up. A handmaiden to one of the other great ladies stood on the upper gallery, one hand covering a giggling smirk, the other holding a silver chamber pot. When she saw Lhéwen looking, she turned away, back into what must have been her lady’s bedchamber. Lhéwen momentarily wondered which lady she served but realized it likely didn’t matter. She wouldn’t be able to seek justice even if she thought she deserved it. The woman would simply say she hadn’t seen Lhéwen below.

      No one was going to trust a high elf. Not even her own mistress.

      Lhéwen shuffled toward the wisplit passage that led back into the palace proper. She held her arms out at her sides, not wanting to touch her own soiled gown any more than she had to. Once inside, she wasn’t surprised to see a gaggle of lady’s maids pretending to be on their way to the kitchens, not even bothering to suppress their laughter.

      The entire incident had been planned. It seemed every resident of the palace wished her ill-will. The only reason they didn’t give the same treatment to the princess was because she was under the king’s protection and spent nearly every bell in his presence.

      Traveling the halls as quickly and quietly as she could, Lhéwen hoped to avoid any further disgrace. The gods were not watching out for her.

      As soon as she entered the suite, a hand grabbed her arm. “Finally. I thought you were never going to arrive, and that . . . thing,” Faeliel hissed with a disgusted curl of her lip, and a dismissive flick of her wrist, “has been here since second bell. He says he needs your expertise on a new design.”

      “My lady,” Lhéwen murmured as she dropped into the best curtsy she could given the state of her gown. “Apologies. I⁠—”

      Princess Faeliel tore her hand away from Lhéwen with a disgusted grimace. “By the gods, what is that smell?” she demanded.

      Lhéwen’s face crumpled. “It was not my fault, my lady. I was taking the sun in the gardens⁠—“

      “Never mind.” Faeliel shook her head. “I really don’t want to know. What I do want is the gremlin gone so I can prepare myself for the rest of the day.”

      Lhéwen glanced around the public receiving room. Sitting on the couch was the gremlin smith who had observed and then imitated Lhéwen’s spirit enchantment to protect the dark elf warriors from emotional or energy manipulation. He had been eager to learn, and eager to prove himself. Luckily, he hadn’t noticed Lhéwen’s intentional flaws. At least, she didn’t think so.

      He grinned, exposing pointed teeth in what he probably thought was a reassuring smile. It wasn’t. He was also naked but for a thick swath of leather that wrapped around his waist, leaving the rest of his mottled green skin exposed to the view of the room.

      Lhéwen shuddered. She would remember not to lounge on that couch in the future.

      “King Rindae has requested my presence at the next meeting of the elders,” Princess Faeliel continued in a whisper. “They are testing me again. I know it. Lady Gwathren and her cadre of toadies want nothing more than to separate my king from me. I won’t allow it.” Faeliel took another painful grip on Lhéwen’s arm. Her hand clenched so tight that her perfectly manicured nails cut into Lhéwen’s skin like talons. “You must strengthen the charisma charm. It must be perfect. You must make me perfect. Our futures here depend upon it.”

      Lhéwen pressed her lips together. Unlike her ladyship, she already knew there was no hope for acceptance in this realm. By her own actions, Faeliel had ensured that any and all upperworlders would be viewed with suspicion. And Lhéwen’s loyalty still lay with her home realm. She’d already betrayed them once against her will. She refused to do it again.

      “My lady, I do not have the strength to work two major enchantments in a single afternoon. You will have to choose: should I help him and appease the king, or strengthen your charm?”

      Lhéwen already knew which Her Highness would choose. She was more concerned with her own vanity and position than she was with protecting the dark elves from her father’s—and her own—abilities.

      “Very well, then make your excuses and get rid of him. I cannot be late.”

      Lhéwen sketched another deep curtsy before turning to the smith. Whixle. That was his name.

      Still sopping wet from the foul prank poured on her by the other maid, Lhéwen didn’t have to make much of an excuse.

      “Apologies.” She dropped into a demur curtsy. “My lady has informed me of your need, but I am afraid I cannot accommodate your request at this time. As you can see, I have had a bit of an . . . accident, and I must clean myself before I prepare her ladyship for an audience with the king. Perhaps another day?”

      Preferably never.

      “I see,” the gremlin’s voice was like sandpaper, but he never lost his disturbing smile. “Perhaps you could answer just one question for me, then.”

      The gremlin leaned forward in eager anticipation, his wide, slit-pupil yellow gaze boring into Lhéwen’s own.

      She swallowed and scuttled a minuscule step back. Not large enough to cause offense, but just enough to give her brain a bit of breathing room.

      “I suppose that would be alright, if it is quick.”

      “Aye. I only want to know, when you impress an enchantment on a larger object, do you modify the pattern, or do you use the same weave no matter the size?”

      Lhéwen shook her head, not seeing the relevance of the question, but anxious to answer him and get him away.

      “I don’t often use the same pattern more than once, so I can’t say for certain, but in theory it wouldn’t matter so long as the object is at least as large or larger than the original. Too small and it won’t hold the pattern, but too large shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Ah, very good. Very good. I will be on my way then and leave you to your mistress.” The gremlin stood and headed toward the door, his long toenails clacking on the stone. He turned before passing through the entry. “I look forward to our next conference, when I hope we will have more time to discuss the finer points of your workings.”

      With one last grin and an awkward bow, the gremlin left. Unfortunately, his final impression had Lhéwen convinced that the little green man would insist on another meeting and dreading what he may have already discovered of her enchantments.

      Giving her no time to dwell on the uncertain future, Princess Faeliel shoved the silver wire ear cuff into her hands. “Here. Fix it. Make them love me and I will make sure we are secure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have no heir!” The dark elf lord thumped his fist on the table hard enough to make Lhéwen flinch. “This cannot continue. Daeturion is dead. You must send the high elf woman and all her people back to where they belong and choose a new consort.”

      Despite a public funeral, the shock of Daeturion’s beheading had yet to wear off. The lords and ladies of the Shadow Realm had gathered to implore the king to set aside his courtship, to make peace with the Upper Realm and High King Othin.

      At least they had some sense among them. What they didn’t realize was that it was already too late.

      King Othin had exiled his daughter. The note had made that perfectly clear: A child for a child. Now both are dead. He had taken his vengeance on the Shadow Realm for her supposed abduction, but it wouldn’t be enough. It was never enough for the High King.

      “It will not matter,” Princess Faeliel whispered. She had adopted an air of humility and quiet deference to the dark elf nobility in the aftermath of that horrifying night, but she still managed to capture the room’s attention with her quiet words. The enchanted charm that wrapped her ear made it all the easier, expanding her charisma and encouraging the sympathy of the room. “My father will not accept me back into his court. I am no longer his child. He has no child.”

      Lhéwen allowed herself a moment of satisfaction, though she wouldn’t let it show on her face. She kept her eyes downcast and her hands clasped in front of her skirts, as a good servant should. But finally, finally, the princess would understand what she had done, what she had lost. What she had destroyed for them both. There was no going back to the shimmering sun of the Upper Realm. The glittering throng was closed to them, it’s light but a memory absorbed by their current surroundings.

      The Shadow Castle had been carved out of the obsidian mountains that surrounded the city of Nalakadr. Even the columns that held up the far distant ceiling of the throne room had been carved from a single piece of slick black rock, not a seam or hard edge in sight.

      The dark elves themselves seemed to emerge from the space, their deep black skin a near-perfect match for the stone. Only their sparkling white hair and brightly colored fabrics stood out against the endless dark.

      The five great houses of the Shadow Realm had gathered, the heads of households flanked by their spouses and heirs. Puppet-masters of the soul and Seers of past and future, these were the descendants of the original Shadow Realm colonists, the men and women who had granted King Rindae his seat as their king. And they could take it away.

      “Prince Aradae yet lives, and his mission was a success,” King Rindae interrupted over the crowd’s outraged grumbling. “Our warriors returned with the stolen iron. As we speak, Whixle is crafting new protections for our soldiers. Armor and weapons imbued with magic to thwart the energy drain of the spirit wielders.”

      Lady Gwathren ignored the promise of protection and focused on the succession. Several of her granddaughters had been included in her entourage. All were unwed.

      “Your son has been in a dreamless sleep for more than six weeks. If he awakens at all, it will only be by the grace of the Fates, and who knows what state his mind will then be in.”

      As head of one of the larger families, and close to her own end, she held political sway over the others and risked little in opposing the king. Her word alone could change the opinions of the rest, and if successful, one of her descendants could be next on the Shadow throne.

      “You may rest easy on that count, Lady Gwathren,” King Rindae replied. “Tharbatiron has assured me that Aradae will wake. It is just a matter of time.”

      “Yes, and the master healer swore it would be a mere few days. There are no guarantees.”

      King Rindae’s lips pressed into a tight smile. “When he wakes, he will resign his position as commander of my army and take his place as heir to my throne.”

      “What army?” the head of another great house asked. “That disorganized, undisciplined clan of third sons from lesser houses? They couldn’t even claim victory in a bar fight.“

      “Only because my son, their commander, intervened before the first killing blow. The Upper Realm has not won, nor will they. It is time your great houses did your part and joined the effort to defend our realm from the oppression of King Othin’s appetite for power,” King Rindae replied.

      “And if the commander is no longer at the head of the Shadow Guard, what then?” the other man countered. “Who will take his place if he is named heir?”

      “I will.” Cendir, second born grandson of Lady Gwathren stepped forward from his position near the throne room doors. “I am second-in-command already, and with your blessing, I will protect our realm from the glittering throng.”

      Lady Gwathren tapped a finger against her cheek. “I suppose that might be acceptable. Perhaps with better leadership, the ranks of the Shadow Guard will grow to more prestigious numbers.”

      King Rindae’s lips twisted in a mockery of a smile. “Indeed.”

      “How can you possibly maintain independence from the high elves with her as your queen?” Another voice demanded. Lhéwen didn’t recognize its owner, but she must have been one of the younger ladies of the court who had hoped to snare the king for her own bed. “She could be reporting everything we say and do back to her father. She cannot be trusted. None of them can. Not after what they did to Prince Daeturion.”

      King Rindae’s eyes narrowed to slits and his jaw twitched at yet another mention of his deceased son and former heir. Daeturion had been the favorite, everyone knew that. To mention him by name was to court the king’s fury. It was a sign of their waning respect that they risked it.

      “I know my queen’s mind. Her allegiance has transferred to our realm and our people.”

      “The courtship isn’t complete, Rindae,” Lady Gwathren interrupted once more. She didn’t even offer a deference to his title. “I See no connection between your souls. Even if you marry, there is no guarantee you will form the lifemate bond. Without that, she cannot be trusted.”

      King Rindae dipped his chin in the smallest of acknowledgments. “The bond may not yet have been forged, but I can feel her energy inside my own. The spirits are willing.”

      Princess Faeliel shifted in her seat once more drawing every eye in the room. “It is true that I have no inclination to return to my father or my origins, but I cannot say the same for all of the high elves in this realm. Lady Gwathren has a valid point. But we also cannot push them through the portal into the Upper Realm, as much as you might like to. The risks would be too great. Even the common citizen knows too much about our fair city and its protections.”

      Faeliel’s words were quiet, but Lhéwen felt their weight as if she had bellowed them to the heavens.

      “Then what would you have us do?” Lady Gwathren asked. “You cannot remain.”

      Lhéwen’s shoulders tensed as she awaited the princess’s next words. She dreaded what they might portend.

      “You do not trust me. I understand that. If it pleases my king and his court, I would remain here in the palace, under guard, until I can prove my loyalty to my new home. I will stay in my rooms, except when called for by my king.” She reached across the small space between their thrones to offer King Rindae her hand.

      “That will not be necessary,” he said.

      Princess Faeliel sent him a wan smile. “It is, my king. My father allowed his temper to rule his actions, and logic has fallen by the wayside. Your people have the good sense to be cautious.”

      “And what of the rest of your kind?” Lady Gwathren asked. “Even if you remain ensconced in your rooms under guard, with every message reviewed and every visitor interrogated, spies are amongst us. You might not be at their center, but they are here.”

      “I do not doubt your words, my lady,” Princess Faeliel replied, to Lhéwen’s grief. The princess was surrendering her people to the whims of the dark elves. She feared they would not be kind. “I suggest that, like myself, they are removed to an isolated and secure location where they can be watched. And not just the high elves, but all upperworlders residing in this realm. The weeds might look like flowers, but eventually they will strangle their neighbors. They must be pulled out by their roots.”

      The dark elves murmured and glanced at each other, voicing their agreement and consent.

      Lhéwen’s hands clenched on her skirts. The charisma charm on the princess’s ear must still be in full effect. They were agreeing to condemn an entire race of people. More! Not just the high elves would be affected, but the fire sidhe and wood elves, the air nymphs and frost sidhe, though there were few enough of the latter in this volcanic land. And what of the lesser fae, the pixies and the nisse who cared for house and home? If any had come through the portals before the wall was built, they would be stuck here like all the rest, but even less likely to survive.

      Did they not see the dark path before them? Could they not understand the immorality of this action?

      Lhéwen clenched her teeth against the injustice, but she could do nothing. Could say nothing to defend her people. She was the princess’s handmaiden. If she contradicted her mistress’s words, she would be cast out to fend for herself in a hostile city. Yet if she said nothing, innocent people would lose their homes and their livelihoods. Maybe even their lives.

      “You would so condemn your own people?” another lord asked.

      Princess Faeliel straightened her spine. Without looking, Lhéwen knew she was gazing at the man with an intensely certain expression. Lhéwen had been on the receiving end of that patronizing glare more than once.

      “They are no longer my people. My father has made certain of that.”

      “The idea has merit,” Lady Gwathren pronounced. “The risk would be contained and minimized, and the cost minimal, but where would they relocate?”

      Voices began shouting from the back of the room.

      “What does it matter, so long as they are removed from the city?”

      “They can all rot in the goblin caves, as far as I am concerned.”

      “Perhaps the trolls would take them as livestock. They could tend the upperworlders as they do their herds of goats. The upperworlders might find they prefer it.”

      Crude laughter erupted at that suggestion, but Lhéwen’s legs trembled. Hate and fear were growing stronger while sense and decency diminished. Was the princess encouraging the reaction? She couldn’t feel anything, couldn’t be sure, but her ladyship was skilled in emotional manipulation, and far more subtle than her father, the king.

      Lhéwen couldn’t stand it any longer. She leaned forward, keeping her voice low. “Please reconsider this course, your ladyship. You are discussing the fate of your own people. Not just spies and soldiers, but innocent merchants and their families. Do not make the mistakes of your father.”

      Princess Faeliel pursed her lips. “I will follow the wishes of my king and his court,” she said, letting her voice carry over the assembly.

      Lhéwen sagged on her feet. The princess would do anything to curry favor with the dark elves.

      “Then what say you, King Rindae,” the dark elf lord demanded.

      King Rindae lifted his chin with regal composure. “Unlike Othin, I am no murderer,” he declared after a moment’s pause for effect. “If you are agreed on this path forward, then we must have a place where they can live in peaceful isolation.”

      Lhéwen blew out a relieved breath. At least the upperworlders wouldn’t be rounded up and executed.

      “There is a secure area in the ancient goblin tunnels that could be employed,” King Rindae continued. “We will gather the upperworlders and let them live out the conflict under guard in the outer reaches. Meanwhile, we will shut down the city portal. No one will be allowed through the veil without proper authorization, especially from the upperworlds. All business will be conducted in neutral territory until a new agreement can be reached.”

      “That seems prudent, my king,” Lady Gwathren approved. The other lords and ladies in the room were quick to add their assent.

      “In that case, my king, as a show of good faith, my personal guard—who have been sequestered in the guest barracks since that unfortunate incident at the inn—will be the first residents of the new community, quarantined away from the loyal citizens of this fair city,” Faeliel declared.

      “And what of your handmaiden?” a dark elf lord asked of Faeliel. “Would you relinquish her services?”

      Lhéwen shrank in on herself as Princess Faeliel shifted to gaze at her. If she could have hidden herself behind the princess’s throne, she would have.

      “Of course not. She will remain in her current quarters in my suite, under the same restrictions as myself. I cannot be expected to be deprived of my entire serving staff, nor would I expect your esteemed houses to provide a new lady-in-waiting.”

      Faeliel’s words fell like weights on Lhéwen’s shoulders. She wouldn’t be imprisoned with the rest of the upperworlders, but the result was almost worse. Forced into service against her conscience, against her will, she might as well be a changeling slave.
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      The portal crackled with energy. The watchman at the arch signaled foreign to the watchman on the wall. The watchman on the wall sounded the horn.

      Archers sprinted from the guard rooms to line the crenellations with black-tipped arrows pointing toward the veil before the portal fully opened. The reinforced wood gates swung closed on heavy hinges, the trolls hired to push them straining against their weight.

      The view beneath the arch snapped into place, the black stone of the Shadow Realm mountains replaced with the brilliant light of the Upper Realm sky. As one, the archers lowered darkened glass visors over their eyes, protecting their sensitive vision from the intense rays.

      A man stepped through the veil, pushing a cart filled with produce. He wore common leather and fine linen, the mark of a tradesman, not a soldier. The wheel of the cart caught on a crack in the stone floor and he struggled to shift it around the obstruction. He hadn’t yet noticed the Shadow Guard surrounding him.

      “Halt.” The watchman at the arch stood just three paces away, his bladed pike pointed at the oblivious man.

      The man looked up. Flinched back half a step, then straightened. He was a high elf. He would not be cowed by the dark elves.

      “By order of King Rindae, high elves are no longer welcome in the Shadow Realm,” the guard stated. “Return through the portal. This is your first and final warning.”

      “I have been trading with the Shadow Realm for centuries. Your soldiers will need good food, fresh food, and I bring only the best. Take a look!” the high elf man urged in a salesman’s voice.

      The guard reflexively glanced at the produce on offer. In that instant, the high elf lifted his hands to the night sky, beckoning for all to approach his cart. The men and women on the wall leaned forward, their mouths salivating with uncontrolled hunger. The portal watchman dropped his pike and lunged at the fruit. The archers on the wall dropped their weapons and pressed their empty stomachs against the stone. An archer leaned so far forward over the wall, she fell to her death on the paved courtyard below.

      A black arrow found its target in the merchant’s heart.

      The archer with the silver ring on his thumb stood back from the rest. With the merchant’s dying breath, the spell on the Shadow Guard dispersed and the men and woman shook their heads, clearing the emotional fog from their brains. They picked up their weapons.

      The portal watchman frowned with embarrassment and picked up the body of the so-called merchant and threw it on top of the merchandise. With three quick steps and a heave, he shoved the cart with its now-heavier burden back through the portal to the Upper Realm.

      Surreptitiously glancing at the wall around him, the guard dropped a single round black plum into the pouch at his waist. It might be the last fresh Upper Realm fruit any of them tasted.
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        * * *

      

      Gods damn them all, Othin thought.

      “They didn’t take the bait,” General Tanco, commander of the Golden Army stated as if Othin didn’t have two eyes of his own.

      “Tell the men to stand down. We do not attack this day.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” the man replied. He nodded toward one of his many underlings, who waved the signal flag that would relay the message down the line.

      Where silence had reigned just moments before, the creaking sound of leather, stamp of hooves, and grunts of the men could now be heard.

      “The rings must be more prevalent than we anticipated,” Othin said. “Kelvhan was one of our best emoters. He should have had them eating out of the cart like a cattle trough within moments of his arrival.”

      “Not all of them were protected,” Tanco replied. “At least one archer fell from the wall.”

      “Not good enough. If they are strong enough to keep us out, we must find another way in. They must have other portals. The original colonists would not have relied on a single entry and exit.” Othin would be a fool to underestimate his opponents.

      “If they exist, they have long since been forgotten.”

      “Perhaps by most, but not all. After all, they are unable to grow or manufacture all of the goods their population requires. They must have alternate routes into the city for supplies.”

      “Then we find them, and we starve them out.”
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      Sweat slicked Curuthannor’s skin. The heat of the sun pounded against his bare arms, while its rays reflected off the dull-edged steel in his hand. After months of daily drills and physical training, choreographed patterns and weekly sparring, Curuthannor’s sword had become an extension of his body, and his body was the weapon.

      Now, he would be tested in the ring. Tested against a man twice his size with twice his training. The pale-skinned elf sneered and slammed his golden helmet down over his head. Alato had apprenticed with the Golden Army from the day he reached maturity on his twenty-fifth name day. Son of one of the under generals, military service was in his blood. He was younger than Curuthannor by at least a century and had decades of experience where Curuthannor’d had mere months of formal training with the Golden Army.

      But he didn’t have Curuthannor’s rage. No one could claim that. As one of few survivors of the massacre at Rómesse Gulch, Curuthannor’s fury had no boundaries. He never stopped, never let his body tire. He had one purpose and one purpose alone: kill Prince Aradae of the Shadow Realm. He would do anything to achieve that goal, including fight his way through his own army to reach the frontlines.

      Beginning with Alato.

      The horn blew. The match commenced. Curuthannor’s focus intensified. He watched Alato’s chest, waiting for the movement that would signal an attack. He stepped to the side. Dust kicked up from the training grounds as they paced a wary circle.

      The shift of an elbow signaled a lunge. Curuthannor slipped to the side, batting away the slightly slower man’s thrust. He aimed a low kick at Alato’s knee. The man skipped away, untouched.

      “Is that all?” Alato taunted. “I have heard such tales of your skill I hardly believed them. It turns out my initial instinct was correct.”

      Curuthannor growled low in the back of his throat but said nothing. He feinted left, spun right. He didn’t bother with the sword. He aimed his left elbow at the small space between helm and shoulder. The blow knocked Alato a step to the side. Not enough.

      Alato recovered quickly and landed a kick to Curuthannor’s exposed ribs. The thin plate of his scale armor and padding absorbed most of the blow, but the boot still took the wind from his lungs.

      Alato twisted around to bring his sword back to bear between them.

      “That was a dirty trick not worthy of a soldier in King Othin’s army.” Alato said. “I suppose I should have expected it from someone who spent most of his life with a hammer rather than a sword. Let me teach you how to use your weapon properly.”

      The high elf lunged and swung his blade up in an arc that would have cut through Curuthannor’s arm if he hadn’t backed out of the way. Alato lunged again, swinging from the opposite side. The sword flashed back and forth in the sunlight, the reflection catching in Curuthannor’s eye.

      No matter. He didn’t need to see to defeat the pattern. Alato was skilled, but he relied too heavily on the practiced forms and too little on improvisation. In truth, Curuthannor doubted the man knew the meaning of the word.

      Counting the beats in the rhythm of this dance, Curuthannor waited until the exact moment he could step inside the pattern and break it. He dodged, ducked, swung the flat of his blade across the other man’s cross guard, sending a stinging vibration up both their arms.

      But where Alato had perhaps only felt the reverberation of metal on metal in the sparring ring, Curuthannor’s arms had gone numb to the pain every day of his life. With every swing of the hammer Alato so despised, Curuthannor had understood the power of the crashing blow.

      Alato dropped his guard. Curuthannor seized his opportunity. His dull-edged blade beat its own rhythm across Alato’s armor, pushing him back toward the edge of the sparring ring. The small audience parted, and the warriors passed through their ranks. Curuthannor ignored everyone as his vision bled dark and shifted. He no longer saw the higher ranked guard in his own army. His enemy was the black-clad dark elf who had taken his family from him. The man who had led monsters into a peaceful village for nothing more than bits of metal. He would pay the price for his treachery.

      The man stumbled back, unable to catch up with Curuthannor’s furious attack. He tripped. Curuthannor followed him down to the ground, smashing the pommel of his sword again and again into the golden helm.

      “Halt!”

      Curuthannor’s opponent struggled to move out from beneath Curuthannor’s armored weight. An arm came up to protect his head. Curuthannor’s sword continued to fall like the hammer he was so used to wielding.

      Arms came around Curuthannor’s chest, pulling him off his opponent. The other man had gone still. Yet Curuthannor struggled against the restraints. The man before him flickered in his vision from dark elf with crystal white hair and skin black as night, to high elf in a golden helm. He shook his head. Tried to clear his thoughts and focus on the truth before him.

      He let the arms pull him away.

      The audience was silent.

      Alato lay still.

      A slow clap rang out across the training grounds. No one else joined in. The crowd parted once more, and the king’s own general strode through the observers.

      “Well done. That is the kind of aggression that will be needed to win this war. The dark elves leave no room for error, will give no pause for mercy. Rómesse Gulch was proof of that.”

      He slammed a hand across Curuthannor’s shoulder. “You have done your village proud. Welcome to the Golden Army. Clean up and come to my office. We have some things to discuss.”
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      Lifting a hand to the door, Curuthannor rapped once. “Enter,” the gravelly voice of the general of the Golden Army called.

      “Curuthannor Hatholdammon, as requested,” Curuthannor said as he pushed open the door and assumed a formal attention stance. He’d been given leave to clean off the blood from the fight but ordered to report directly to General Tanco in his dress uniform. No armor. No weapons. Curuthannor wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “Is it true that you were present when Rómesse Gulch fell to the dark elves?” the general asked without preamble.

      “I was on the outskirts, sir, in my father’s sacred circle.”

      “And prior to that, you traveled through the Shadow Realm?”

      Curuthannor frowned, unclear where the questions were leading. General Tanco had seemed pleased with his performance in the ring, yet his current tone and demeanor suggested the man wasn’t yet convinced of his loyalty.

      “To forge the king’s blade, my father required iron from the goblins of the Black Hills. He sent me to procure it for him.”

      “Just answer the question. Were you in Nalakadr when the princess first went missing?”

      “Yes, sir. I saw her in the great hall of the Shadow throne.”

      “What were you doing in the throne room?”

      Curuthannor’s cheek twitched. This was not going well. “I had been called to answer for a pub brawl between the princess’s guardsmen and a contingent of the Shadow Guard. A fight had broken out over some spilled ale. I tried to break up the fight.”

      The general chuckled in disbelief. “Were you successful?”

      “Not really, sir. I managed to subdue a few of them, but in the end the commander of the Shadow Guard, Prince Aradae—“ the cursed name left his mouth in a snarl ”—arrived and separated the men.”

      “Well then, come with me.”

      “Pardon me, sir? Where are we going?”

      “King Othin requires your report. No need to tell it twice. He is in war council, but you are the closest thing we have to intelligence at the moment. Your words are needed.”

      Curuthannor followed the general across the training grounds each step weighing heavier than the last. He had met the king three times already, and none of the experiences had been particularly pleasant.

      In the first instance, the king had visited his father’s smithy unannounced to commission the great sword that would defeat the dark elves once and for all. When the king arrived, Curuthannor had been in training, and his appearance had been unpresentable. He had embarrassed not only himself, but his entire family.

      In the second meeting, Curuthannor had been accused of treason and sent to the pit where the nildhoggr—worm-like creatures with thousands of legs that could grow from the size of a small snake to a wyrm that would dwarf even the largest of the trolls—were set free to feast on his energy. He’d only spent two days in the pit, but he hoped he was never again forced to venture beneath the ground.

      The last time he’d met King Othin, Curuthannor had delivered the sword his family had died creating. As the only surviving member of his family, it was his responsibility to finish what his father had begun. Along with the sword, he also delivered the news that the village of Rómesse Gulch had fallen to the dark elves. King Othin had responded by beheading the heir to the Shadow throne.

      While Curuthannor wasn’t exactly distressed over the loss of the dark elf, he had been more disturbed by the manipulation of the princess’s bodyguard. The woman had been a loyal soldier, doing her duty to her mistress, but ultimately returning to the king’s side. She couldn’t be trusted, but the king could have given her a clean death. Instead, he’d given her over to the nildhoggr. She had been sentenced to a week. Months had passed and he had yet to see her. As far as he knew, no one had.

      Passing through the rear entrance to the palace, Curuthannor and the general walked up three flights of stairs and emerged in a stark hallway walled in white marble and accented with chandeliers dripping with crystals and tiny mirrors that sent rainbows shifting and scattering across the floor. Three doors down, and the general knocked.

      The door opened and an angular man with prominent front teeth looked out at them.

      “Yes?”

      “I have Curuthannor Hatholdammon here to give report of Shadow Realm activities, as requested by His Majesty.”

      “Let them in, Rolimdornoron,” a resonant voice called from within the room.

      The man, Rolimdornoron, pinched his lips together, but opened the door wider to allow them entrance.

      The space inside was shockingly dark after the sparkling hallway. An enormous round table filled the room. Circling the edge of the table were detailed dioramas of what looked like the major cities of each of the nine realms, their portals connected with a complicated network of colored string. Spotlights highlighted each of the models, giving them the sense of both separation and connection via the portals—much like the realms they represented, Curuthannor supposed.

      Two of the king’s guard stood on either side of the door, their faces hidden behind golden helms. Their swords were sheathed at their sides, but Curuthannor got the sense that if anyone dared threaten the king, they would be swift and deadly. Of course, no one in this room would dare.

      Besides the king, there were only two other individuals present in the room, a man and a woman dressed in a style that would have shocked the members of the high court, had they been in attendance in the throne room.

      The man was shirtless and wore only a pair of loose trousers that billowed around his legs. His head was shaved, and his body was decorated in fierce tattoos from the top of his head, down his arms, and across his heavily muscled chest. An intricately carved wooden club hung from a strap at his waist, but he carried no other visible weapons. Yet Curuthannor knew he was a warrior in the way he scrutinized the war table, studying the lines and models with a fiercely intelligent expression.

      The woman, on the other hand, stood at his side with one hand casually pressed against the man’s back. Unlike the man, she bore a single visible tattoo, a thin tracery of lines that began beneath her bottom lip and flowed down her chin and throat to disappear in the carefully wrapped silk that covered her torso and draped to the floor.

      “You brought the smith’s son?” King Othin asked, without looking up from his study of the war table. He didn’t bother to introduce his companions.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” the general replied. “He confirmed he was present for the attack.”

      “And did he say how many soldiers can be called to the Shadow King’s side?”

      “No, Your Majesty. I felt it best he give his report directly to you. Then there can be no confusion regarding the details of the message.”

      “Very well. Report.” King Othin commanded.

      Curuthannor wasn’t entirely sure what to say, or what the king wanted to hear. He didn’t know anything about the Shadow Realm’s military capabilities, only the limited number that he’d witnessed.

      Not quite knowing the correct protocol in this situation, he fell back on his mother’s formal training and bowed deeply from the waist, keeping his gaze trained on the floor just beyond his toes.

      “I am honored, Your Majesty. I was assisting my father in the creation of your great sword when the village was attacked. I was not present for the majority of the battle, at least not in the village. We were in the sacred circle for the final forging and could not leave to fight alongside our friends and neighbors without ruining the enchantments on Thúlentur’s blade.”

      Curuthannor paused as memories poured through his mind’s eye: dark smoke billowing above the skyline, figures running backlit by flame, screams and shouts of the fighting, his brother Minya running toward the chaos to find and defend his love, his brother Namba falling beneath the spinning daggers of the woman dressed all in black. His breath hitched. For the last six months of training he had avoided all thought of the battle, focusing his every effort on the drills and skills he needed to one day avenge his family. One day, Prince Aradae and the Shadow Realm would pay for their treachery.

      The strangers in the room stared at him expectantly.

      Realizing his hesitation may have lasted too long, Curuthannor forced his thoughts to return to the war council chambers. He forced down the grief and fury that yet raged through his blood. When he had himself a little better under control, he continued.

      “The village burned, and my brothers and I could do nothing to prevent it. Prince Aradae and four of his men approached the sacred circle. My brother and I kept them from disrupting the ceremony while my father was finishing the enchantment. Namba fell beneath the blades of a female soldier. My father faded after my mother—his lifemate—was killed at home. However, he held on long enough to finish the sword.”

      Curuthannor intentionally left out Lord Garamaen Sanyaro’s and Lhéwen’s role in the final completion of the sword. They had been clear that should he betray anything of their presence, King Othin would no longer trust the make of the sword and all would be lost. “There is an old forgotten portal in an abandoned section of the Crimson Mines. I took the sword and ran, hoping I could get it to Your Majesty before worse happened.”

      “Yes, but what of the Shadow Realm?” the bald man asked. “We need information about the activities there.”

      “And about our people who may be trapped in that sunless world,” the woman added.

      “Trapped?” Curuthannor asked.

      “Rindae has sealed off the great portal in the city of Nalakadr. No one has been able to pass in or out since the battle,” the general said.

      Curuthannor’s muscles tensed, but he forced himself to remain standing and still. Lhéwen was still in the Shadow Realm. The woman who had rescued him, who had been the actual savior of the sword, who had pushed him through the portal to King Othin’s side, would be forever punished in the darkness of a realm that didn’t want her.

      “There must be another way in,” the woman insisted. “What king in his right mind wouldn’t have escape routes hidden throughout the city? He can’t guard them all, or they would be revealed. We only need to know their location codes and we can get her—our people out.”

      Her? Curuthannor caught the slip. This woman, whoever she was, had someone in particular within the city that she wanted to bring home. Just as he did. He wondered if King Othin realized it.

      Still, if it meant he could save Lhéwen, bring her home in honor instead of in shame and treason, he would do it.

      “I know of one, but I do not know the code and it is guarded.”

      King Othin’s head snapped up and he looked at Curuthannor full in the face for the first time. A malicious grin lifted the corner of his mouth.

      “Guards we can overcome. Where is it?”

      “Deep in the goblin tunnels,” Curuthannor replied.

      “How did you find it?” the woman demanded.

      Curuthannor hesitated, but there was no other choice but to respond truthfully.

      “King Rindae placed an embargo on the Black Hills iron, which my father needed for King Othin’s sword. Luckily, Lord Garamaen Sanyaro was willing to barter for the supply we required. When I collected the iron from his stores, the king attempted to stop us from leaving. Lord Garamaen knew the way to the portal and we were able to escape.”

      “Then this portal lies beneath the palace?” the tattooed man asked.

      “Not exactly. It is some distance away—we walked for more than a bell—but it is connected.”

      “That is good news.”

      Curuthannor wasn’t so sure. “As I said, I do not know the code and the portal is guarded.”

      “How did you get past the guards?” the woman asked.

      “Lord Garamaen put them to sleep.”

      “Then they are susceptible to our spirit magic,” King Othin replied. “This is no problem.”

      “Still, we cannot send our warriors through an unknown gate into unknown territory. We must have reconnaissance.” The tattooed man replied.

      King Othin frowned. “What is the risk? Your Tirnor fire wielders plus my master enervators will tear through the veil like flame on parchment.”

      Understanding suddenly dawned for Curuthannor. The man and woman before him were the Summer King and Queen, with fire magic in their blood. He’d heard of them, of course, but he’d never seen them in the flesh. In truth, he’d never met a fire sidhe, never having cause to visit the Summer Realm they claimed as their own. Though trade between the realms was common, the fire sidhe had many master smiths and no reason to visit his father’s smithy.

      “I will not send the Tirnor into battle without knowing our opposition.”

      “The longer we wait . . .” Queen Norgeledil’s voice trailed off, but she placed a meaningful hand on her lifemate’s arm. Whatever she meant with those words, he understood.

      King Thanûr patted her hand, but gave his head a quick shake. Their gazes connected and communication passed between them, but Othin had returned to the table and didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he leaned over the diorama of the city of Nalakadr.

      The black mountains hugged the city on three sides, the tallest of them behind the obsidian palace. The city itself poured down out of the foothills and spread out into the valley in the loose shape of a hand. The central portal was located roughly where the pointer finger and middle finger would have met, while the Crossroads Inn was centrally located in the palm of the hand. The goblin mines climbed up the mountains from the tip of the pinky finger, but below ground.

      King Othin had placed a thick ring around the portal, but strings of white and gold stretched from the arch to the Human, Dwarven, and Upper Realms.

      “Your Majesty, if I may, what is the ring around the Shadow Realm portal?” Curuthannor asked.

      King Othin scowled but deigned to answer. “That is Rindae’s new heavily guarded fortress wall. Which is why we need to find this underground portal you speak of. Can you estimate where it might be?”

      Curuthannor glanced again at the model before him. They had been in the palace when King Rindae had attempted to detain them. When they’d left, they’d headed back toward the throne room at first, then veered off to the right and below ground. The tunnels had twisted and turned, but Curuthannor felt fairly confident they’d headed north. Still, he couldn’t be sure of anything.

      “It is a wild guess, but it would have been somewhere north, perhaps near the mines. I cannot be sure.”

      “We will demand answers from Lord Garamaen,” King Thanûr assured. “He will ally himself with our cause or be destroyed.”

      Curuthannor almost laughed out loud but caught himself at the last moment. Lord Garamaen Sanyaro was more powerful than any elf Curuthannor had ever met. Three disciplines of magic flowed through his veins: spirit, soul, and fire. The same three magics that now warred. None of these kings would be able to touch him.

      King Othin practically growled “Sanyaro is a man apart and cannot be tamed.”

      “Perhaps not tamed, but he could be pressured. Every man has a weakness that can be leveraged against him.”

      “If he has one, we do not know it. Not since his wife passed to the summerlands,” Othin replied. “However, that is a matter for another time. Now we know there is a portal that we could utilize. We only need to find it. We will set the historians to work.”

      “You will have our best minds as well,” Queen Norgeledil assured.

      King Othin waved away her words. “It is time we tighten the noose on the Shadow Realm. Ban all merchant travel except by our express order. Guard every known portal. Any who sell to the dark elves without our leave will be named traitor and executed. Any dark elves who dare cross the threshold will be captured and interrogated. We will find their hidden portals by whatever means necessary.”

      King Othin turned his piercing gaze on Curuthannor. “You have done well. We knew there was a reason we spared your life. General, give this man a place where he can continue to be useful. Let him join the guard at one of the lesser portals.”
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      Rothruinil sat in the Crossroads Inn with a bowl of cold soup and soft brown bread, carefully keeping her head down. Though the food was good, she still would have preferred the tea and flatbreads of the Summer Realm café at the portal. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option anymore. With war on the horizon, no one wanted to be seen as an upper world sympathizer. The fire sidhe baker and his wife kept up pretenses, but it had been days since they’d had a single customer. Which meant Rothruinil couldn’t be seen there either.

      Plus, she needed information, and she needed a route out of the Shadow Realm. King Thanûr, her father, needed to be warned. The Summer Realm had no business in this war. It was a useless battle predicated on ego and the desire for power, of no benefit to anyone but the kings who wished to dominate one another.

      Fools.

      Eavesdropping on the patrons of the most popular communal gathering spot in the city seemed like the best opportunity to achieve her goals. Despite the increased tension in the city of Nalakadr, the Crossroads Inn was still bustling with people. There were even musicians on the platform at the center of the natural amphitheater. It seemed the walled compound remained a gathering place even in troubled times.

      “They say Prince Aradae still sleeps,” a dark elf woman at the next table said before taking a bite of crispy flatbread. “They say he might not wake.”

      Her male companion shook his head. “Untrue. My master at the university was brought in to consult with the king. Prince Aradae exists in a dreamless sleep but is expected to wake in two days’ time. He will be weak and slow, but he will heal.”

      The woman snorted indelicately as wry humor twisted her lips. “They said that when he was first carried home. I heard six different masters have been called in, not just yours. And they’ve all given different predictions.”

      “The soulkeepers confirmed it. They’re never wrong.”

      Rothruinil swallowed the suddenly dry bread in her mouth. It stuck like a lump in her throat, but she forced it down with a carefully nonchalant sip of the broth.

      The soulkeepers were the living servants of the Moirai, the three sisters who spun, wove, and cut the thread of every mortal life. It was said the secretive order of dark elves plucked out their own eyes during their initiation ceremony, foregoing sight of the physical world to better commune with the land of the dead. Whispered stories on dark nights claimed they even made blood sacrifices to the Well of Souls—a living, breathing, body of water that fed the roots of the world tree—in order to influence the weave of fate.

      “Then he will be the new heir?”

      “With the soulkeepers involved, I see no alternative.”

      Neither could Rothruinil. And yet, she couldn’t decide if she was disappointed or relieved. On the one hand, if Prince Aradae had died in the “Victory of Rómesse Gulch” as King Rindae was calling it, leaving the realm without a general or an heir, it would have weakened the dark elf forces. Perhaps it might have brought an early end to this ridiculous conflict. On the other, she was oddly glad he hadn’t died, though she couldn’t put her finger on why. Every time she considered it, her stomach clenched, and her thoughts drifted back to the young dark elf prince who had returned her ball with an amused smile when she was just a child.

      It had been a brief interaction, but it had stuck with her for its kindness, even all these years later. Aradae had shown care and patience with a child not of his family—not even of his own race—and demonstrated an emotional resonance that not all nobles possessed.

      She hoped whatever price the soulkeepers demanded for their aid, it hadn’t been torn from Aradae.

      “Perhaps Lady Gwathren should do something about that while she still can.” The dark elf woman sniffed as she brought her cup to her lips. “It would be the perfect opportunity. End Rindae’s line, send the vainglorious bitch back where she came from, and force the lords to accept a new ruler.”

      “Shh,” her companion hissed, quickly glancing around to see if anyone was listening.

      Rothruinil dropped her gaze to her food and wrapped her hands around the bowl, heating the contents with her touch. Cold soup had never been her favorite.

      “Don’t speak of such things. Without Aradae, we would already be slaves to Othin and his glittering throng.”

      The man wasn’t wrong. Aradae had rushed to finish the fortified wall around the central portal just bells before his incursion into the Upper Realm, but it had already served the dark elves well. It was an effective chokepoint. Rothruinil had watched, amused, from her little apartment window as the high elves were repulsed again and again by the archers and warriors defending the city. The high elves hadn’t been able to get a single golden warrior through. Not yet, anyway. At some point, Othin would find a way.

      Just as she would find a way to return to the Summer Realm and keep her homeland from entering the fray. This was not their war.

      The dark elf man shoved back his chair and hurriedly dropped a coin on the table. “Let’s go, before someone important overhears. I’d rather not join the uppers in the erechad.”

      Rothruinil kept her head down as the couple left the inn. What had they meant about the erechad? It was a word she hadn’t heard before, but the translation was easy enough: prison camp. A place to separate an entire community.

      What were the dark elves planning?

      Rothruinil didn’t know, but she would find out. For now, she turned her attention to a bedraggled fire sidhe family sitting two tables over. They still wore the customary clothing of the Summer Realm, which meant they hadn’t been here long and hadn’t expected to stay. The father’s chest was bare, revealing the extensive tattoos that identified him as a fire-starter and baker, a man who worked with his hands more than his magic. The mother’s gauzy wrapped dress was torn in several places, her chin tattoo the severe stylized hammer of a smith’s daughter. In her lap, a small girl cradled a stuffed doll and hummed to herself.

      “We never should have come here,” the man grumbled. He flicked the tip of a thin skewer and the wood caught fire. “This was a terrible idea.” The flame snuffed out.

      Rothruinil agreed. Whatever reason they had come, it wasn’t worth being stuck in this dark land. Not if they didn’t absolutely have to, and especially not with a child.

      “What else were we supposed to do?” the mother asked, stroking her daughter’s hair. “She needs a healer. Our own people could do nothing. The high elves wouldn’t try and we couldn’t find the wood elves. The soul masters are our last hope.”

      Rothruinil took a closer look at the child. Her hand stroked her doll’s head in a mirror of her mother’s actions, but her eyes remained glazed and vacant of any expression. Whatever was wrong with her, it wasn’t a physical ailment or the healer’s hall would have been able to fix her. And it couldn’t be an energy problem because the high elves would have mended her spirit. Whatever it was, it lay deeper, within the child’s soul, or this family wouldn’t need the dark elves. It was the only thing they were good at.

      She wished she could have said or done something to help the family, to at least give them a bit of comfort. But she couldn’t reveal her presence here. Too much depended on her secrecy. Instead, she tugged at the edge of her hood to place her face in as much shadow as possible.

      She lifted the bowl of broth to her lips once more, Rothruinil was careful not to smudge the thin skin-colored paste that covered the line of tattoos on her chin—markings that identified her as a fire sidhe, and more importantly, daughter of the king and queen. To survive, she needed to pass for a blood sidhe, or maybe human. Though not exactly respected members of Shadow Realm society, at least the dark elves tolerated them. After Prince Daeturion’s head had been delivered to the Shadow King in a basket—literally—every upperworlder had been treated with suspicion, and even the common tradesmen of this realm spat in their direction.

      A woman slid into the seat across from her, startling her enough that she sloshed her soup.

      “Can I help you?” Rothruinil scanned the crowd with her peripheral vision as she carefully dabbed her chin with a cloth. The woman was clearly a blood sidhe, her skin a flawless shade of cream and her eyes a mirthful dark brown. Her brown hair had been pulled back into a single braid.

      Rothruinil knew no one here, and they shouldn’t have spotted her. There was no reason she should have been identified, nothing to draw attention.

      “No, but I’m supposed to help you.” The woman wiggled her fingers. “Courtesy of Tharbatiron, proprietor of the Crossroads Inn, you’re now a blood sidhe. Well, you look like one, anyway.” She lifted her chin in a self-satisfied smirk.

      “What? Why?”

      “You’ll see.” The woman grinned. “Take off your cloak and show a little skin. You stand out for your effort to stay hidden, and there’s no need anymore.”

      Rothruinil pulled up the sleeve of her cloak. Her skin, usually the burnished bronze of the tropical fire sidhe people, had paled to a soft peachy-cream.

      “But how?”

      The woman wiggled her fingers again. “Glamour, the blood sidhe specialty. That and killing things.” The nails on her fingers grew to pointed claws, then retracted.

      Rothruinil took off the cloak and pulled her braid over one shoulder. The tip was no longer red, but a dull brown. She slid her tunic down, in the collarbone-baring way of the blood sidhe across from her.

      The woman’s grin widened. “That’s better. No one’ll recognize you. Promise.” She paused, glancing up the hill toward the inn’s front gates. “I’m going to sit with you for a bit, then in awhile, we’ll go meet with Tharbatiron. He’d like to speak with you.”

      “Why?”

      The woman shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? I just do as the man says. He pays me well enough for it. But here they come. Stay still and don’t interfere.”

      Marching footsteps drew Rothruinil’s attention away from that cryptic remark and up the path toward the door. Twenty-five dark elf soldiers spread out through the crowd. The entertainers stopped their somber music and scrambled out of the way as their leader, a man with glowering storm-gray eyes, stomped up the steps onto the stone platform. He unsheathed his sword, and every Shadow Guard warrior followed his lead.

      The entire communal area of the inn fell silent and still, the patrons freezing in their seats with wary expressions.

      “By order of Rindae, King of the Dark Elves and Ruler of the Shadow Realm, any person of upper world descent is to be relocated to a secure location. Those who come peaceably, will be afforded the protections of the Shadow Guard. Any who refuse will be forcibly removed.” The man’s wicked smile suggested he was looking forward to dissenters.

      Rothruinil set down her spoon, tension radiating from her shoulders down her spine. Her right hand slowly moved toward the wooden club—her favorite tavahatal—that lay hidden at the small of her back.

      “Don’t do it,” the woman across from her hissed. “Don’t do anything. Trust me.”

      Rothruinil paused but didn’t remove her hand from the wooden grip. “I don’t know you. Why should I trust you?”

      “They’re going to collect the upperworlders. There’s nothing you can do to stop them. But if you trust me, and let me do my job, you won’t be taken with them. You won’t die today. And if you don’t die, then maybe you can do something to help them.”

      The woman shrugged again. “Or don’t, but I’m not going down with you.”

      Rothruinil glanced at the fire sidhe family whose daughter still hummed an absent-minded tune. The husband’s knuckles had turned white on the little wooden skewer he still held in his hand. He was a wood-carver, not a warrior. His wife had wrapped her body around their daughter, in a protective hug. They didn’t have a chance against the dark elf soldiers, four of whom were closing in on their table.

      “I can’t just watch them die,” Rothruinil said around gritted teeth.

      The mother whimpered, clutching her senseless daughter even tighter.

      “They won’t,” the woman assured at the same time as another voice called out over the din.

      “What is this nonsense?” A voice called from the pathway that led behind the bar toward the luxury cottages at the rear of the enclave.

      Along with the rest of the patrons, Rothruinil turned to look. A dark elf man wearing a traditional black silk robe with a wide waist belt stood framed in the light of a torch. His white hair hung loose and long around his shoulders in the old style, and his eyes carried the weight of a long life.

      It had to be Tharbatiron, the proprietor of the inn. Rothruinil had overheard the bartenders and a few patrons speaking of the elder. Apparently, the man had been an original settler. Word was, he was a foreseer as well, and had guided the inn through the ages, shaping its character to meet the needs of each age.

      “The Crossroads is a safe space for weary travelers of any origin. My patrons are not to be harassed.”

      The captain of the dark elves curled his lip in a sneer. “The king and his council have spoken, Tharbatiron. Your walls are no sacred space to thwart the rule of law.”

      Tharbatiron approached through the crowd, weaving between the tables toward the fire sidhe family. He positioned himself between the father and the nearest soldier.

      “Get out of the way, Tharbatiron. You cannot stop this.”

      “Of course not,” Tharbatiron replied. “If what you say is true, then King Rindae has spoken, and I am loyal to my king.” He paused, placing a hand on the father’s shoulder. “But no one needs to be harmed. After all, we pride ourselves on our unbiased hospitality toward all fae here at the Crossroads.”

      His eyes scanned the crowd, pausing momentarily on Rothruinil’s face, then continuing on its path around the amphitheater. He looked down at the father and his family. “Go with them, now,” Tharbatiorn urged. “Your daughter will be safe, and you will find the answers you seek in time.”

      “We just want to go home,” the woman cried.

      “Access to the upper worlds is denied until King Othin answers for what was done to Prince Daeturion and relinquishes any claim to our lands,” the guard captain growled. “Now get up.”

      The family did as ordered, the woman holding her daughter and the man standing at her shoulder.

      The guard captain snapped his fingers and the soldiers advanced. One of them moved to take the little girl from her mother, but the woman clenched tighter. The little girl whimpered. The soldier yanked.

      “No!” the father’s little skewer turned into a flaming missile as he threw it at the black clad soldier trying to take the girl. The skewer bounced off the leather and fizzled harmlessly in the dirt, but the damage had been done.

      Two more soldiers lunged toward the man, knocking him to the ground and pinning his arms behind his back. The girl was taken, passed off to another soldier while the mother fell to her knees, weeping. She too was bound, even as the tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “Don’t do it,” the blood sidhe woman warned again.

      Without realizing, Rothruinil had stood from her seat, her tavahatal naked in her hand.

      “Do you have something to say?” the guard captain asked.

      Rothruinil stood her ground but swallowed down her pride. “No, sir.”

      “Ruthy, my dear, there you are. I was expecting you ages ago,” Tharbatiron interrupted before Rothruinil could say anything further. “Why don’t you and Cerise go ahead to my office. I’ll take care of everything here and be with you as soon as I ensure my good customers are properly cared for.”

      Tharbatiron turned his back to Rothruinil—apparently she was now known as Ruthy—and returned to the soldiers.

      “Come on, then,” the blood sidhe—Cerise—said, grabbing Rothruinil by the elbow. “He’s got it under control.”

      Rothruinil refused to move for another heartbeat, but when Tharbatiron took the little girl from the soldier with gentle arms, there was little else she could do. There was too much risk, too little opportunity to push her luck any further. The best she could hope for was a way to help all the upperworlders who would be taken.

      She wouldn’t leave them behind.
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      Ethires sat in her favorite seat near the stage at the Crossroads Inn, listening to the sedate music of a string trio while surreptitiously watching the comings and goings of everyone and everything in the establishment. The usual complaints and gossip wafted through the air: Would Prince Aradae rise to be named heir? Would the proposed erechad truly hold all of the upperworlders? Shouldn’t they just send everyone back where they belong?

      Daeturion would have weighed the risks and rewards of all of that. He was a man of strategy, with plans inside of plans, and options when things inevitably went sideways. Of course, even he hadn’t been able to predict his father’s recent fall and the deadly consequences of Faeliel’s influence.

      The high elf woman was a danger to the entire realm.

      Ethires owed it to Daeturion to follow through with her mission. He had been her mentor, possibly even her friend, though her family’s low status meant he wouldn’t have admitted it. Still, she had hoped to one day prove her worth and improve her position. She’d been on track to do just that before the princess sacrificed him for her own selfish ends.

      With Daeturion gone, Ethires’s future was uncertain, but she maintained hope that new opportunities would arise. The best place to make that happen: The Crossroads Inn.

      Tharbatiron was careful, but everyone knew he was just as powerful as King Rindae, and arguably more influential. He worked the shadows, just as Daeturion had done, just as she would do.

      She watched, quiet, patient, unassuming, as the Shadow Guard apprehended the upperworlders staying at the inn. Nalakadr was still a small city compared to what she knew of the Upper Realm and its glittering throng. As such, there was nowhere for the upperworlders to hide. The guards knew exactly where and when to find them, their presence an unmistakable shine amongst the dark elves and native lesser fae. Even the fire sidhe family had been obvious with their tattoos and minimal clothing.

      Tharbatiron might claim all fae were welcome, and she supposed they were, but it was a honey pot where the guards could easily find and eliminate the more insidious threats to the realm. Everyone passed through the Crossroads.

      Everyone.

      Like Tharbatiron’s little veilrat, Cerise, with her constant scuttling to and fro, carrying the elder elf’s messages and doing his dirty work. It was a known secret that the blood sidhe did his bidding, and yet she could never be pinned down with anything incriminating. Neither could he.

      Yet, if anything was being planned in the Shadow Realm, it began here. So here she would stay.

      “Ethires, it is good to see you.” Tharbatiron approached her table with an enigmatic smile after escorting the last of the soldiers from the premises. “I was concerned for you after . . .”

      Ethires lifted an eyebrow. Where was he hoping to go from there? Daeturion’s death had been a tragedy with far-reaching implications, not just for herself, but the entire realm, and he—with all his foresight—had done nothing to stop it. How could he possibly offer sympathy now?

      “In any case, I hope you are well. Have you been served? Can I get anything for your troubles?” The elder statesman waved a hand toward the bar, the long sleeves of his formal robe waving like a flag in the wind.

      “I have everything I need,” Ethires replied.

      “Very good, then. Should that change, you only have to ask.”

      Tharbatiron smiled again softly, stepping away from her table to move toward his office, where Cerise and another blood sidhe woman waited. The unknown woman had seemed upset at the arrest of the fire sidhe family.

      “Who are you meeting?” Ethires asked. She doubted he would reply, but then again, he did say she should ask if she needed anything, and she needed information.

      Tharbatiron glanced over his shoulder. “Just a friend in need. Enjoy your meal.”

      Tryg placed a tray on her table, the steaming broth of a creamy dumpling soup making her mouth water. “On the house.”
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      Rothruinil followed Cerise down the gravel pathway past the bar and beyond the lamps of the amphitheater. Small torches lit the way to the innkeeper’s private office, though the building itself was relatively well-lit with pale blue wisplights.






OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/quenched_secrets-titlepage.jpg
I—" AV U

QUENCHED

SECRETS

im 7' /
NINF FAFRIE

MEGAN
HASKELL







OEBPS/images/quenched_secrets-halftitle.jpg
QUENCHED
IN





OEBPS/images/quenched_secrets-ecover.jpg
Book Trvo of
THE WAR OF THE
NINE FAERIE
*_REALMS _

~C






