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      Othin, King of the Upper Realm, master of spirit, and ruler of the glittering throng, stood before the most powerful leaders of the realms of the fae. Summer, Winter, Autumn, and Spring—even the dark elves of the Shadow Realm gathered for the centennial summit. The table was round, but he had long since claimed its head.

      Now, he would claim his crown. After more than two thousand years leading the most prosperous and powerful of the new elf lands, he deserved it. He met the gaze of each seated leader as he opened the summit agenda.

      “—where once our fathers fled their ancestral lands and the wars that divided us, now is the time to reunite for the benefit of all fae—“

      Rindae, King of the Shadow Realm, lord of the dark elves, slammed his hand on the table and stood from his seat.

      “This is a mockery of our ancestors’ sacrifices in leaving their home realm,” he said. “I will no longer participate in what has become a misguided ploy to control us all.”

      “You haven’t heard our proposal yet. You must sit.” Othin’s fingers, hidden in the folds of his formal robe, curled into a claw. He pulled on the energy of his people to expand his own aura and encourage the shadow king’s compliance.

      The dark elf king took a step in the right direction, but his heir rose and placed a hand on his arm. King Rindae shook his head. “The Shadow Realm will take no part in this.”

      With a synchronized bow, the pair left the room.

      Othin could do nothing but watch them flee with clenched teeth and a carefully composed expression as his power and position were undermined, the position he had been building ever since he first stepped onto the fertile soil of the Upper Realm.

      The shadow king would pay for his impudence. Othin was the greatest spiritmaster to have ever lived and Rindae would come to know it. They all would.

      The kings and queens around the table whispered and grumbled, their voices rising in the echoing chamber of his great hall, as Othin stood motionless, his thoughts fixed on what was to come.

      It was time to craft Thúlentur, a sword enchanted to amplify the spirit magic in his blood. With it, he would drop entire cities to their knees. None would dare rise up and rebel, not if they wanted to survive.

      If he couldn’t take the high seat with diplomacy, he would take it with force.
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      Hammer struck iron. Again. And again. The rhythmic clang lulled Curuthannor into a dream-like trance. His human assistant held the ingot of red-hot steel on the anvil with a set of tongs nearly half as long as he was tall, while Curuthannor pounded the metal into shape. Sweat dripped from his brow to sizzle on the anvil. Finally, he stepped back and nodded to the holder who placed the ingot back in the forge. The second piece was golden hot and ready to remove.

      Curuthannor wiped his face with a rough towel and stretched his shoulders. At his nod, the assistant removed the bar and Curuthannor pounded again.

      Blades were his life, but this . . . this was monotonous at best. This was Curuthannor’s least favorite part of the entire process of crafting a weapon.

      His gaze wandered around his father’s smithy. His middle brother sat at the grinding wheel, sharpening and shaping the edge on a decorative dagger for a lesser noble of the high elves, while his elder brother was instructing one of the newer humans in the preparation of the ceramic crucible that would be used to smelt the raw iron into steel worthy of only the greatest warriors.

      Curuthannor’s hammer slipped, striking the holder’s tongs. The human shouted in surprise as the metal fell into the dirt. Luckily, he pulled his foot out of the way before the heavy lump smashed and burned his toes.

      Godsdamnit, Curuthannor swore in his head, though he kept his mouth shut. His mother was strict about invoking the gods without reason—and a curse was always without reason in her opinion.

      Eyes wide, the assistant grasped the dropped steel with the tongs and placed it back on the anvil.

      “Apologies, Curuthannor,” he whispered.

      “It was not your fault,” Curuthannor replied, bringing the hammer down in hopes no one noticed the mistake. His hope was in vain.

      “No, it was my son’s fault,” Hatholdammon, Master Smith of Rómesse Gulch and Curuthannor’s father, replied. His voice was low and gruff and filled with disapproval. “The forge is no place for distraction or wandering thoughts.”

      Curuthannor could do nothing but stand and take the criticism, chin up, eyes gazing straight ahead. It was what he had been trained to do under the strict tutelage of the master smith.

      Hatholdammon shoved a recently crafted longsword into Curuthannor’s hands. “Take this, tell me if it’s good enough for the lesser of the king’s guard. Hadhion finished it this morning.”

      Curuthannor frowned, disappointment and humiliation raging through his blood. Though well into his third century, Hadhion was new, and the only high elf apprentice who was not also Hatholdammon’s son. He had chosen to pursue the life of a bladesmith after realizing he was more interested in the tools of his father’s game-hunting business than he was in the act of hunting and butchering the meat. He’d taken to the forge with purpose and zeal, and Curuthannor was well aware that soon he would be displaced if he didn’t focus on his own work with more care.

      “Yes, Father.” Curuthannor hefted the blade in his hand. There was a slight issue with the balance, a little too heavy toward the tip for Curuthannor’s liking, but he would have to practice with the sword for awhile to be sure.

      “Take your time. There is no immediate rush. When you’re done, bring Hadhion and report your findings to me.”

      “Yes, Father.” Curuthannor bowed and excused himself to the practice field behind the small estate that was their home. Dismissed from his work, Curuthannor’s shoulders sagged. It was becoming increasingly common that he was sent out of the forge to test the great works of his father and brothers . . . and now Hadhion. If he didn’t find his place soon, he might find himself permanently on the outside, a fate he refused to consider.

      With a deep breath, Curuthannor settled himself in the training yard. He set his feet and held the sword in a low opening stance, as his father had taught him. He swung the sword in a slow arc overhead, then sliced across the body of an imaginary foe. Lifting the sword once more, he circled it in the other direction and down to the opposite side.

      Definitely heavy in the tip, but perhaps correctible. The wire-wrapped hilt dug into the palm of his hand. That was a larger issue in the moment, but easily fixed with a bit of leather. He lunged forward, and back, stabbing the sword into the gut of the invisible soldier who would strike him dead if given the opportunity.

      Hatholdammon believed that every great smith should be able to wield the weapons he created.  He should understand their strengths and weaknesses in order to improve on their design, and he should  intimately know every blade in order to match the right weapon with the right warrior. All three of his sons had been taught to wield a weapon practically from the moment they could walk, but only Curuthannor had reveled in the daily physical practice. Where his brothers moaned and complained, he had jumped at every opportunity to enter the training yard.

      Curuthannor turned and parried a new imaginary enemy. Slice up and across. Spin. Lunge. Block. The moves flowed into a seamless mock battle, the rhythm dragging Curuthannor away from conscious thought into pure movement. Sweat trickled down his spine as he gave himself over to the rhythm. His breath surged in and out of his lungs, nourishing the strength in his limbs. He never felt so alive as when he practiced with the sword.

      It wasn’t until a horn sounded in the distance that Curuthannor emerged from the pattern. The ram’s horn blew for one reason, and one reason only: High King Othin had crossed the portal from Caralávar, the capital city, into the village of Rómesse Gulch. And since Hatholdammon was the only master craftsman residing in the village, there was only one place the king could be visiting.

      Curuthannor hurried to place the new sword in the testing rack and sprinted toward the smithy. The whole family would need to be present for a proper showing of respect and solicitude, and the estate was only a few leagues from the portal. The king would arrive in mere moments.

      The family and all the servants had already gathered at the end of the arbor-covered brick path that led from the street to their home and the smithy beyond. Curuthannor dashed into place at the end of the row, his breath heaving in ragged gasps.

      “Where is your shirt?” Curuthannor’s mother, Tunniel, hissed as he tried to catch his breath.

      Curuthannor looked down at himself in embarrassed shock. He had completely forgotten he’d taken it off while testing the sword. “I was out in the training field,” Curuthannor replied with a grimace. “Should I run and find one?”

      “No time for that,” Tunniel growled. She tossed him a small soft towel she’d tucked into the deep pockets of her stylish but functional dress. “At least wipe your face and dry off the sweat.”

      His brothers snickered. The smithy was much closer to the road, and they’d been blessed with a few extra moments to wash up in the house before the king’s arrival. Plus, their day’s work had involved sitting and polishing and instructing, not hammering and sparring and sprinting. Why was it Curuthannor was always the one out of line? Curuthannor hurried to wipe off as best he could.

      After a quick examination, Tunniel nodded her assent before turning back to face the road. Hooves clacked on the flagstone road as the first of the king’s guard appeared over the small rise that led into the village center. Curuthannor wadded the towel into a tight ball and stood at attention with his hands behind his back. The rest of the family and their servants did the same, the three human assistants standing with their heads bowed behind the family and Hadhion.

      “Remember, bow deeply and hold the pose until the king tells you to rise,” Tunniel whispered. “Keep your eyes downcast unless the king is addressing you directly. Say nothing unless asked a question.”

      King Othin glowed with brilliant light as he approached on the back of a pure white horse. Four mounted guards escorted him down the road, two in front and two behind. The soldiers wore the armor of the golden army and the helm of the king’s personal guard, men who had been trained since the day of their maturity to protect and serve His Majesty. They were the elite warriors of the realm, but Curuthannor had only ever seen them at a distance. They were far more impressive up close.

      The king himself wore a shirt of golden chain, but no other physical armor. Curuthannor supposed he felt safe in his own realm, protected as he was by his men. However, as he neared, Curuthannor could feel the power emanating from the king’s aura. Magic buzzed along Curuthannor’s skin, and intentional or not, Curuthannor felt the threat of His Majesty’s presence. He prayed for his heart to calm as he prepared to face His Majesty, King Othin.

      The horses stopped before the family, the guards circling around to flank their king. Curuthannor kept his gaze trained on the animals’ polished hooves.

      As the highest ranking member of the family, having once been a lady at court, Tunniel was the first to speak. “Welcome, my King.” She curtseyed, keeping her eyes downcast.

      “Your Majesty,” Hatholdammon bowed low from the waist. “We are honored to have you visit our humble village.”

      Curuthannor and his brothers followed with deep bows of their own, and the servants each dropped to one knee.

      King Othin stared down at them from the back of his horse, but made no move to dismount. It was a bit unsettling, but Tunniel had trained them well. No one moved or shifted under the king’s scrutiny, even though he didn’t invite them to stand.

      “Why does an apprentice stand before us unclothed?”

      “Apologies, Your Majesty,” Tunniel replied. “We were not informed you would be visiting today. We were unprepared. My son was in the distant yard testing one of the new blades.”

      King Othin shifted in his seat. “Are you certain this is the smith in question? Perhaps we have arrived at the wrong establishment.”

      “No, Your Majesty,” one of the guards replied.

      “Surely Hatholdammon, Master Smith of Rómesse Gulch, Enchanter of the First Order, and last living apprentice of Luhtaro himself would be better prepared and more presentable,” King Othin insisted.

      Curuthannor’s cheeks heated, but he remained bent over at the waist and said nothing. He would do nothing else to disgrace his family before the king.

      “I am Hatholdammon,” Curuthannor’s father replied. “Forgive our rude appearance, but we are a working smithy. The heat of the forge is unforgiving.”

      “Indeed.”

      Curuthannor could practically feel the displeasure and disbelief emanating from that single word.

      “Well, if you truly are Hatholdammon, then you are the smith we seek. We require a master-level work—a longsword that can be wielded against our enemies in defense of our great realm. The sword must amplify our ability to drain the energy of armies and store that energy until we require it. It must be unstoppable by any other magic. Can you do this?”

      Still bent at the waist, Hatholdammon hesitated to respond.

      “Well?” King Othin asked, impatiently.

      “Your Majesty, a sword of that nature requires rare materials not available in the Upper Realm. I would need a flawless diamond as large as an orange, at least four bars of the purest silver to contain the enchantment, and iron from the lava flows of Nalakadr to craft the steel. The expense will be significant.”

      “The cost is immaterial. Can you do it?”

      Hatholdammon hesitated once more. “Your Majesty, it is possible, but it could take years to craft. There is only one day in the year that the enchantment can be performed: the summer solstice. The ceremony must be executed with exacting precision. Even a minor error may turn the gods away from the metal. Moreover, as with any blade, there is a high probability of error resulting in the failure of the sword’s construction. If anything goes wrong, we would have to wait another full year before the enchantment could be attempted again.”

      “Then you had best make the first attempt perfect. We will expect delivery of our sword on the second day of summer.” King Othin nodded toward his lead guard, who tossed a large bag of gold at Hatholdammon’s feet. “There should be enough there to buy your materials. Twice that will be paid for the sword on delivery.”

      Curuthannor stiffened. The bag must hold at least a thousand gold coins. This commission was enough that they could buy the whole village if they wanted to. Maybe even the Crimson Mountain mines. He and his brothers could each have their own estate.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Hatholdammon replied. “I will have it ready for you.”

      “Good. And while you are working on our great sword, your apprentices may practice their craft on arms and armor for our army. The arms master will send you a requisition of the required items along with additional payment.”

      Hatholdammon’s voice sounded strangled as he choked out a response. “We work at your pleasure, Your Majesty.”

      “Remember that.” The king turned his horse and began the stately ride back to the portal and his palace. “Oh, and one more thing—buy your son a shirt. One should never appear before us in such a state of disrepair.”

      Curuthannor squeezed his eyes shut and swallowed the last bitter drops of his pride. This might officially become the worst day of his three-hundred and forty-seven years. If he could hide under a bridge or bury himself under a rock, he just might make the attempt. Instead, he was forced to wait motionless until the last of the guard rode out of sight.

      The family straightened with gasps and shocked expressions. Curuthannor waited for the imminent censure, but none came. Instead, Hatholdammon hefted the leather bag with two hands.

      “Gods above, thank you,” Tunniel whispered, her gaze never leaving the purse.

      “Do not get ahead of yourself, my dear. I was not exaggerating the materials’ cost. It will take at least this much just to gather everything we need.” His gaze raked across the assembled family. “I must work on the design immediately. We haven’t much time.”

      “It is only the beginning of fall, my love,” Tunniel replied. “We have many months before the deadline. Surely we can celebrate?”

      Hatholdammon shook his head. “There is travel and time differentials. There isn’t a moment to lose. Nambamahtar and Minyondor, you will take over the forge and handle any new requisitions. Hadhion will follow your lead. Curuthannor, you will gather our materials. Go first to the dwarves. They will drive a hard bargain, but they will deal honestly. Bring back the largest flawless diamond you can find and four bars of the purest silver. Unfortunately, you will have to acquire the iron from the new goblin master.”

      “What happened to Master Krin?” Curuthannor had been making most of the supply trips to the Shadow Realm over the last few decades, and had developed a bit of a rapport with the goblin. He hated to start again with a new partner and lose what little goodwill he’d earned.

      Hatholdammon shrugged. “According to the smith’s guild, he disappeared several months ago. No one has heard from him. But his undersecretary, Ger, stepped into his place and has apparently been challenging to deal with. You mustn’t let him get the better of you.”

      “Understood. I won’t let you down.” Curuthannor would use this opportunity to prove his value to his father and his family. He would make a great deal and bring home only the highest quality supplies at the best possible prices. The king’s sword would be immaculate, Hatholdammon’s legacy secured, and Curuthannor’s future bright.

      “Good. Then pack now. You leave tomorrow.”

      The family broke apart, each returning to his work while Curuthannor strode toward the house to prepare. Tunniel joined him, wrapping an arm around his waist and ignoring the lingering sweat that glistened on his skin.

      “Do not fret over the king’s words. You couldn’t have prepared,” she said.

      Curuthannor’s cheeks reddened once more. “I failed the family,” Curuthannor replied, keeping his voice low. Though determined to make it right, he still felt the weight of this day’s failures.

      “Nonsense. If it hadn’t been you, he would have found something else to displease him. He needs your father and that makes him angry. He does not like to be beholden to anyone for anything, nor does he like to show weakness. He must always feel more powerful than those around him.”

      Curuthannor frowned, not quite believing her attempts to comfort him.

      “But Curuthannor?” she asked.

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “Don’t forget your shirt.” She gave him a squeeze and a smile, and a gentle nudge toward the house. “I’ll bake some travel cakes to take with you, too.”
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      Blush pink silk fell to the floor in a wrinkled heap.

      “Too pale,” Princess Faeliel complained. “The ladies here wear colors so bright they would make your eyes bleed in our court. I must have something that both stands out and fits in. Do you understand what I mean?”

      Lhéwen nodded, though she had no idea what the woman wanted. Stand out and fit in. Bright colors that hearkened back to the preferred pastels of the Upper Realm. Right.

      She sifted through a closet that was as large as a bedroom in a modest elvish hall. They’d packed in a hurry, Princess Faeliel insisting that time was of the essence. Lhéwen had filled four trunks with her ladyship’s best dresses for the journey. For the princess, that was traveling light, especially since she had chosen to limit her entourage to just her personal bodyguard, a half-dozen loyal guards, and one handmaiden.

      Lhéwen smiled, imagining the jealous expressions on the other ladies’ faces when they’d found out Princess Faeliel had selected her for the position. They would have been outraged, particularly the lesser nobles who expected to be given every advantage despite their reticence to serve. Lhéwen was one of the best seamstresses in the palace, and had spent most of her life in Princess Faeliel’s company while her mother had been a handmaiden to the late queen. She knew her place and had earned her position, along with the princess’s trust.

      Lhéwen’s hand brushed across a sparkling gold gown with long translucent bell sleeves, a scandalously open back, and a flared skirt that ended in a fluttering train. Golden leaves wrapped the bodice from the right shoulder across the waist, highlighting the curve of the waist and arch of the low back. She pursed her lips with a knowing smile.

      “Perhaps this one will suit better,” Lhéwen murmured, avoiding eye contact as she lifted the gown from its hanger and held it before the princess.

      Faeliel gasped. “Perfect,” she breathed.

      Lhéwen smiled. She had designed this particular gown herself, to the consternation of the head seamstress. It was far too glamorous for the elder woman’s conservative sensibility. Lhéwen had known Princess Faeliel would love it. Lhéwen inwardly preened as she carefully laid the shimmering silk out on the bed.

      Her Royal Highness had already bathed and brushed her hair to a glowing fall of summer sunlight. They would want to accentuate the low back of the dress, and the pale skin beneath—so different from the inky black of the dark elves.

      “My lady, may I suggest a braided knot at the nape of your neck, positioned slightly off to one side? I believe it will heighten the effect of the gown.”

      Princess Faeliel’s lips pressed together in an amused smile. “I trust your judgment, especially since I do believe I see your hand in the design.”

      “Indeed, Your Highness. I am particularly pleased that you approve.”

      “Your taste is impeccable for every occasion.” The princess sat at the small vanity, the backless stool giving Lhéwen free movement to rein in the waist-length locks of the princess's hair. “It is why I insisted you come along.”

      Lhéwen allowed herself a small smile at the compliment, then proceeded to prepare the princess for her appearance in the throne room.

      “What do you know of King Rindae?” Lhéwen asked. It was perhaps a bit impertinent, but the princess had never refused idle conversation. They’d been together so long now, they were practically sisters in all but rank and title.

      “He is my father’s rival and a dark elf. What else do I need to know?”

      “You’ve met him before, haven’t you? What kind of king is he? Compassionate and kind? Proud and vindictive?” Lhéwen paused, letting her lips slide up into a knowing smile. “Handsome?”

      Faeliel gently slapped Lhéwen’s hand where it rested on her shoulder. “Enough of that. Rindae’s insistence on independence has been a stain on my father’s reputation. I am simply here to help the Shadow Realm see the value in an alliance.”

      “Of course, my lady,” Lhéwen grinned, meeting Faeliel’s eyes in the mirror. “As you say.”

      “I do say. Besides, he’s a dark elf and I am of the glittering throng. A fling would be too conspicuous.”

      “Unlike your romances in the high court?” Lhéwen teased. The princess was notorious for her highly unsuitable and very public relationships with the handsomest of the high court nobles. All to make her father take notice. Which he did, to the detriment of the men involved. It had become a joke amongst the serving staff that to appear in public with the princess was to risk life and limb, but the man who finally tamed her would reap the greatest reward.

      Princess Faeliel sputtered a breath, then caught the twinkle in Lhéwen’s eye. “Someday my king will have to realize that though I am his daughter, I am also a woman. He cannot keep me as a jewel, locked behind mirrored glass, only to bring me out to decorate his throne and tempt his ancient cronies when the mood strikes. He cannot control me forever.”

      “Hmm.” It was all Lhéwen could say without risking censure. The fact of the matter was, King Othin desired power above all else, and control of everyone. It was why they were here. He could not fathom a realm that refused to bow to his will and superiority.

      “It is well that he allowed you to take on the role as delegate. Perhaps he is beginning to understand you’re more than an ornament for the great hall.”

      Princess Faeliel wouldn’t meet her gaze in the mirror. “Perhaps.”

      Lhéwen placed a final pin in the princess’s hair, then examined her handiwork. The loose, yet controlled arrangement was beautiful and perfect for the gown, but there was still something missing. She tapped a finger against her lips. The dress needed no adornment, and the hair was a perfect complement. The soft golden slippers were appropriate footwear, though they wouldn’t be seen.

      “My lady, with your permission, I would like to create a small enchantment for your person. Something to draw the admiration of all who see you.”

      “You do not believe this dress will suffice?” Faeliel asked in disbelief.

      “The dress will do wonders, but I would like to ensure your success. King Rindae has resisted all prior delegations and is politically astute enough to avoid causing offense in the process. I believe I can use my modest skills to draw him to your favor.”

      Faeliel gazed at Lhéwen with shrewd eyes. “What do you have in mind, exactly?”

      Lhéwen grinned. Like all high elves, she had an affinity for spirit magic, the ability to control mood, emotion, and energy. However, where most high elves were able to affect people directly, Lhéwen had been blessed with the rare talent to imbue matter with altered effects.

      Lhéwen removed a twisted wire ear cuff from Faeliel’s jewelry box. The gleaming silver was a perfect conductor for the affinity spell she had in mind, and the vaguely floral vine would complement her dress, seeming to extend the embroidery up from the right shoulder to the tip of her ear.

      “This will be subtle. It will have to be.”

      Though Lhéwen had little skill with the manipulation of magic herself, she could copy the pattern of another spirit and impress it on the metal to create greater effects. She opened her mind’s eye to the magical spectrum and examined the princess’s aura. Faeliel had an innate charisma, a passive magic that drew the eye and made others wish to please her. Lhéwen ran a finger along the wire, strengthening the princess’s natural abilities like an extra dash of fragrance behind the ear.

      “What is it?” Faeliel asked, still admiring herself in the mirror.

      “Just a simple charisma enhancement. It will encourage others to align themselves with your point of view. Your words will be more persuasive, your expressions drawing empathy from the audience.”

      “In other words, I will be a master diplomat without effort.”

      Lhéwen smiled, finishing the spell. “Perhaps not a master, but well on your way. And none will be the wiser.” The shadow king and his court couldn’t know they were being manipulated, even in such a small way.

      With gentle fingers, Lhéwen clasped the ear cuff on her ladyship’s ear lobe, arranging the loops and whorls to highlight and extend the princess’s tall pointed ears. It looked spectacular as the only jewelry on display.

      “There. I believe you are ready.”

      The princess stood from her seat at the vanity and strode to the full-length mirror in the corner. Shifting a little from side to side, she practiced several variations of poses and expressions. Confidence and carefree sexuality oozed from every pore. Not a man in that room would be able to tear his eyes away.
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      A few moments of quiet were all Curuthannor desired. A drink and a meal and this day could end. Luckily, the Crossroads Inn was known for having the best of both, and though the sun had set bells ago, it was still early enough in the evening to avoid most of the crowd.

      Most, but not all.

      A cloud of rancid blue-green smoke drifted across the outdoor bar, the tell-tale scent clinging to everything in its path. Curuthannor coughed and shot a pointed glare at the group of leipreachán men three seats away. He wasn’t sure they could even see him through the fog, but their rough giggling and the stench of something that wasn’t tobacco had the other patrons clearing a wide space around them. Only Curuthannor remained, and only because he preferred an isolated seat at the bar to the communal tables nearer the entertainer’s stage. If they would just get the hint and move toward one of the private gazebos on the hill, he could dine in peace.

      “Won’t do ye any good,” a rumbling voice growled. “Ye know they’re incorrigible. They’re more likely to come over here and blow that smoke in your face than leave.”

      “I will take that under advisement,” Curuthannor replied with a tired chuckle.

      Tryg was a troll, young and small by trollish standards. Standing merely elf height, he hadn’t yet gained the equal width and stocky stature of his older brethren. In fact, he didn’t much act like a troll at all, choosing instead to work as a bartender and bodyguard for the inn’s proprietor, Tharbatiron. Tryg had a talent for it—he never forgot a face, name, or favorite food and drink.

      “So what can I get ye this evening?” Tryg asked while wiping the counter clean with a damp rag. Another non-trollish behavior.

      “My usual, if you would. And something to eat, as well.”

      “Black mead, on its way. And I’ll bring ye a bowl of the dumpling broth, if ye like.”

      “That will do fine.”

      While Tryg moved away to fill the order and greet other customers, Curuthannor leaned forward against the silky smooth polished stone in front of him. He crossed his arms and rested his forehead in one hand. His father had told the truth. The new goblin master was impossible to deal with.

      Damn goblins. Master Ger demanded three times the price for the same iron Curuthannor had bought less than a year ago. The fat little man had rubbed his belly and sneered, completely unwilling to negotiate, but Curuthannor was certain the local gremlins weren’t paying the same. No, Master Ger thought he saw an easy payout in Curuthannor, and would probably claim half the money for himself. Based on the way his ladies draped themselves around his office, they agreed.

      At least the previous master had been civil and dealt more or less in good faith. Krin had enjoyed a good negotiation and a fair bit of conversation over a cold ale as well. Too bad he’d died. Suspiciously. With Master Ger as the only witness. That much Curuthannor had learned from the gossip in the goblin mound.

      What Ger didn’t realize was that Curuthannor’s funds were limited. King Othin had been generous with the materials costs, but Curuthannor had already spent a small fortune on the diamond and silver, which should have been the most expensive materials to acquire. The black hills iron was high quality, but it wasn’t worth its weight in gold.

      Regardless, Curuthannor would have to go back to the mines tomorrow. He couldn’t return home empty handed, not with the king’s blade in question and the humiliation of that day still top of mind. He’d only returned home long enough to store the diamond and silver in the family’s safe before crossing the portal into the Shadow Realm. Unfortunately, with the time differentials what they were, more than a month had already passed in the Upper Realm. Time was not on Curuthannor’s side.

      Curuthannor sighed and lifted his head. He couldn’t let himself sulk, nor could he do anything to fix the situation until he returned to the goblin mines. Better to focus on the moment and take refuge in the fact that he wasn’t slaving behind a hot forge at home under the ever critical gaze of his father. Instead, he was sitting in his favorite seat in his favorite drinking hall in all of the nine realms.

      The open air pub was the centerpiece of the Crossroads Inn. Strategically located at the base of a natural amphitheater, it was the perfect place to see and be seen, or hide in the shadows and obscurity of a crowd. The bar itself was created from natural stacked stones and topped with a slab of obsidian that gently glowed in the gleam of soft wisplights. No matter where you stood in the inn, you could see the flickering torches that encircled the patio, arena, and its hub of activity. And from the bar, you could gaze out at the crowd perched on an eclectic mix of tables and chairs, everything from rough wooden logs to ornately carved high-backed chairs to blankets laid out on the distant hills.

      Tonight’s growing crowd was as eclectic as the furniture. Two trolls, each at least three times the size of Tryg, hunched over an entire spit-roasted boar, tearing great hunks of meat from the animal with greasy fingers. Four dark elf ladies sat ensconced within a small gazebo festooned with dancing fireflies, their white hair and bright clothing seeming to sparkle in the dim light while their deep black skin blended with the background night. An eight-man squad of high elf guards in polished gold armor laughed and drank ale at a long table carved from a single piece of wood. A few sellswords—obvious in their dark attire and numerous weapons—were scattered around the outskirts of the bar area, waiting for their patron or a new commission. And, of course, there were the leipreacháni, giggling at the bar with their long pipes.

      Curuthannor grimaced and waved a hand in front of his face to clear away the smoke that burned his eyes and coated the back of his throat. He turned his gaze to the sky, finding a pocket of fresh air.

      The sun had set bells before, the moon rising large and bright over the city of Nalakadr. Days were short here—even the longest lasted only a few bells—which meant most business was conducted by the light of the lesser orb. This was the capital city of the dark elves in the Shadow Realm, their center of commerce and economy. The city had grown even in the short time that Curuthannor had been visiting its environs, but it had yet to rival the great cities of the upperworlds.

      Curuthannor missed the glittering halls and gleaming rooftops of his home world. It was a nice change to visit a realm that only rarely saw the sun, but he’d already been here too long. He had to negotiate a good deal, and soon.

      A thunk from behind him had Curuthannor turning around. Tryg pushed the black mead and a steaming bowl toward him.

      “So, what has ye staying with us this time? More of that iron for your father?” At Curuthannor’s nod, Tryg continued. “Business must be good then.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Have anything ta do with the soldiers here in town?” Tryg pointed his chin toward the rowdy knot of high elf soldiers.

      Curuthannor glanced at the men in question. They’d grown more raucous in the half bell Curuthannor had been sitting at the bar, and might as well have been in a spotlight on stage for all the notice they drew. Even the brightly colored attire of the Shadow Realm citizens did little to distract the eye from the gleaming metal and glistening white skin at the center of the gathering.

      “There are rumors that the summit was not the resounding success King Othin had hoped for,” Curuthannor replied noncommittally. His gaze caught on a knot of dark elf warriors entering the amphitheater space. With deep black skin, black leather and plate armor, and gleaming white hair tied back into slick buns and tight braids, they were an intimidating group even without their blades in hand. Yet as they wound their way through the tables, toward the golden warriors, Curuthannor’s stomach soured.

      “Ye mean the shadow king refused ta bend the knee, and Othin isn’t happy ‘bout it.”

      Curuthannor deliberately turned his back on the impending mess and lifted his mug in salute. “Your words, not mine. I’m not privy to discussions of that sort.”

      Nor were the actions of the soldiers any of his concern.

      A shout echoed from across the clearing, and a glass shattered.

      Curuthannor couldn’t help himself. He swiveled toward the noise.

      “Apologize for your impudence,” the high elf guard at the front of the squad demanded.

      The prickle of magic lifted the hair on Curuthannor’s arms. It was his one magical skill, the ability to sense magical energies when they were in use. And in this, the high elf guards were manipulating the dark elves into a fight.

      Gods damn it all, Curuthannor thought. Couldn’t he eat his meal in peace? He set down his spoon, while his eyes scanned the courtyard. The soldiers could handle themselves in a fight, of that he was certain, but as representatives of the Upper Realm they were making a spectacle of themselves.

      The shadow guard opposite sneered. “My impudence? Do you know who I am?”

      “Dark elf filth. That is all I need know.”

      The dark elf in question burst forward, his fist snapping toward the high elf’s nose with a roar of indignation. The high elf dodged while his arm pulled back for a strike of his own. In less than a heartbeat, the rest of the soldiers joined the fight, rallying around their leaders.

      Bystanders scrambled out of the way, chairs and tables toppling in their haste to escape the melee. A few of the mercenaries jumped up, placing themselves between the fracas and the ladies in the gazebo, but they made no other move to engage with the warriors.

      Tryg put the mug down with a thump and a scowl. “There they go. Knew it was gonna happen eventually.”

      With one meaty hand, he lifted a club the size of Curuthannor’s leg from a stand beneath the back counter and thumped his way around the bar toward the escalating fight. He might not be as large as his brethren, but he was still far stronger than the elves. He could also take at least three times the damage without even breathing hard.

      Curuthannor resolved himself to stay out of the fight. He would let the trolls deal with the troublemakers. It wasn’t any of his concern. He was simply a guest of this establishment, here on business, nothing more. He already had enough to deal with in Master Ger, he shouldn’t add to his troubles.

      He took a sip of the warm broth in his bowl and popped a perfectly wrapped dumpling into his mouth, savoring the burst of game fowl and spring onion. The shouts and sounds of shattering wood continued on behind him.

      He glanced over his shoulder. Tryg slammed into the soldiers like a battering ram, but they kept coming back. The trolls from the hillside had come down, but instead of helping their younger cousin, they taunted the fighters, alternately cheering and insulting their skill. Furniture was flying, along with the blood.

      Curuthannor sighed. The Crossroads had been like a second home to him. He could hardly stand by and watch the place crash down around him. Not if he could do something to help. It didn’t look like anyone else was going to step in.

      Pressing his eyelids closed, he blew out a breath and drew his sword. Leaving his soup to cool and the mead to warm, he wove a path toward the fight.

      “Enough,” he shouted, to no avail. Not a single head turned toward him. He wasn’t sure what he expected them to do—he had no authority here—but it had seemed worth a try before he added to the bloodshed.

      A dagger thrust toward his middle. Curuthannor parried, then used the pommel of his sword to crush the dark elf’s nose. The man fell back, his hands rising to his face. Curuthannor kicked him in the stomach, knocking him to the ground where he rolled under a table and out of the way. If Curuthannor could avoid killing anyone, that would probably be for the best.

      Unlike the warriors on both sides of the battle, Curuthannor was not wearing heavy armor. He preferred the speed of hardened leather to the stopping power of metal plate. He’d honed his reflexes in the weapons arena at every opportunity, but still he had to be cautious and quick, precise and unpredictable.

      Another dark elf barreled toward him with a wicked glint in his eye and two mid-length curved blades in his hands. He swung the blades in a rapid figure-eight motion that set Curuthannor back on his heels. A blade sliced across his arm, drawing blood. Curuthannor hissed, but set aside the pain. Two more steps backward and then he found the rhythm of his opponent’s movement, but the swirling blades were a near-perfect guard.

      Curuthannor’s leg brushed up against an empty chair. His father liked to say, ‘When finesse doesn’t work, try brute force.’ Curuthannor swung the polished wood at the man’s head. The dark elf ducked, losing his rhythm. Curuthannor connected a fist to his temple. The man slumped to the ground. Hopefully he still breathed.

      Finding himself near the leaders who had started this fight, Curuthannor saw his opportunity. The two fighters were too focused on their personal battle to notice the other men and women around them. Curuthannor kicked out with a swift heel strike to the gap behind the high elf’s knee. The man’s leg buckled. The dark elf made for a killing blow with his sword, the point aimed at the high elf’s throat. Curuthannor blocked with his own weapon, preventing the golden warrior’s death while at the same time keeping him on the ground.

      The dark elf turned his attention to Curuthannor, his sword at the ready.

      “Stop this madness,” Curuthannor shouted.

      A body slammed to the ground, as if to emphasize the point. Tryg thunked his club into the downed man’s chest, breathing hard as he leaned on his weapon like a cane. The rest of the fighters were either unconscious in the dirt, or groaning from injuries. One of the dark elves lay unmoving.

      “Who are you to command us?” the dark elf asked, his eyes tight with battle lust.

      “I am no one. Simply a merchant passing through. But I seem to have more sense than the rest of you.”

      “How dare you—” the dark elf’s words cut off with a gasping cough and he lifted up onto the tips of his toes as if trying to release the pressure from an invisible hangman’s noose.

      “Cendir, that is quite enough,” a voice called from the wide gates leading into the inn. A man strode forward, his steps purposeful. Behind him ranged a group of at least a dozen men and women clad all in black, their expressions hard.

      The dark elf—Cendir—suddenly dropped. He leaned over, hands on knees, as he gasped for breath. “Your Highness,” he panted, the words raw and pained. He remained bent over, but repositioned himself into something that looked more like a bow. The expression in his eyes, however, was furious and anything but respectful.

      Curuthannor and every other patron of the inn bowed to the new arrival. Even the men on the ground did their best to raise themselves to a knee, clutching bleeding wounds and broken bones.

      So this was Prince Aradae. It must be. Curuthannor had never met the man, never even seen him before, but he was the second son of the king and general of the dark elf army.

      “You put us all at risk with this little diversion,” Aradae continued. “Our guests are not to be molested.”

      “It was not my fault, sire. The high elves started the conflict.”

      “Perhaps. Regardless, you are all called to account for this . . .” the prince hesitated for a beat, his lips curling in distaste, “. . . scuffle.”

      “Yes, sire,” Cendir replied, but his lips were pursed as if he’d eaten something sour.

      Curuthannor sheathed his sword without lifting his head. Now that the fight was settled, he was looking forward to returning to his soup and his mead. Perhaps they hadn’t become too cold and warm, respectively.

      As the soldiers picked themselves up and dusted themselves off in preparation to leave for the palace, Curuthannor moved out of the way toward his seat.

      “Soldier, where do you think you’re going?” Prince Aradae asked.

      Curuthannor dared a glance up, finding the prince’s gaze trained on his face.

      “I am no soldier, Your Highness,” Curuthannor murmured. “Merely a guest who couldn’t stand to see the entire inn destroyed by these men.”

      Prince Aradae lifted a single eyebrow. “So you put your own body on the line to save some furniture? That hardly seems likely.”

      Curuthannor shrugged. “Likely or not, it is the truth, sire.”

      “Well, soldier or not, you will still be joining us. Your testimony will be required.”

      Curuthannor gazed longingly at his meal, but he blew out a resigned breath.

      All he’d wanted was a little peace and quiet, an end to this endless day. But even if this wasn’t his realm or his liege, he was a foreigner at the mercy of their laws, and he was duty bound to comply.

      “As you wish.”
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      A knock at the door. Lhéwen froze, still holding a hairpin in her hand. It was time. It would be the princess who negotiated with the shadow king, and yet Lhéwen’s nerves fluttered in her stomach as if her own future depended on the outcome of this meeting.

      Princess Faeliel rose from her seat in front of the mirror and brushed her hands down the golden length of her skirt to smooth it into place. She nodded toward her bodyguard, giving her assent to open the door. Belegeth lifted her battle axe and complied.

      A tall, dark-skinned male wearing a carefully pressed black and gray wool suit with asymmetrical lines, long tails, and silver trim stood at the entry, his hands clasped behind his back. “Your Highness’s presence is requested in the throne room,” the courier intoned without preamble. “Please follow me.”

      “Of course,” Faeliel replied, dazzling the young man with a smile. He blinked wide eyes, as if stunned.

      Lhéwen smirked to herself. She’d known it was a good dress.

      After a few more heartbeats of awkward paralysis, Lhéwen cleared her throat. Someone needed to break into the poor boy’s thrall. With an embarrassed half-smile, the dark elf bowed and backed away from the door, motioning with one hand toward the right.

      Belegeth was first to step out into the passage, axe and shield held at the ready. Though Lhéwen had seen her smile once or twice when not on duty, the woman was intensely focused when at work. Her fierce expression held no hint of emotion, though the lines of her face were relaxed and alert. She wore a golden cuirass that must chafe despite the soft wool beneath, but not a shred of discomfort showed, no matter how long she was forced to stand at attention nor how quickly she needed to move.

      Lhéwen couldn’t help but admire the woman’s strength. It wasn’t a fashion she wanted to emulate, however it was nice to see a woman who could not only stand up to a man, but physically defeat most any who made the mistake of attempting an attack. Standing in the hall, her head turning from side to side and senses obviously attuned to danger, Lhéwen doubted any would take that chance.

      Unfortunately, the woman might be their only protection in the current moment.

      “Your Highness, the other guards seem to have disappeared,” Belegeth said.

      Faeliel waved a hand in dismissal. “Nonsense. I gave them the evening to carouse. No one will dare bother us here, in the shadow king’s castle, with you at my side.”

      The princess grinned at Belegeth who frowned in return. Lhéwen’s lips pulled down in agreement with the guard, but what was she to do? She was only a lady-in-waiting, a glorified tailor. She had no right to admonish a royal decision. All the same, what would happen if the shadow king decided to play them all for fools? They were in his territory, visiting his realm under his forbearance, at a time when tensions between the kings were at their peak.

      Then again, what would a few more guards have done to stop a king set on treachery in his own castle? He was honor bound to protect them, and they had to trust that he would do so.

      Still, Lhéwen tried to keep her eyes open to any danger. She didn’t have Belegeth’s training, but at least she might provide a moment of warning if the worst were to happen. If only she could see what was to come.

      Unfortunately, the black castle seemed designed to thwart a visitor’s sense of direction. With few straight lines and fewer stairs, she felt like she was walking through the innards of a giant beast, rather than along the prestigious paths of the dark elves. Spiraling ramps led to the upper levels, while peaked archways led deeper into the dark recesses of the keep. Dim wisplights provided the only illumination, forcing Lhéwen to squint her eyes in an effort to see into the shadows.

      Meanwhile the courier never hesitated, leading them with the soft susurration of leather on smooth stone. Finally, they approached broad double doors, behind which the muffled sound of voices could be heard.

      Princess Faeliel paused a single step behind the courier, motioning for Belegeth to take position on her right. She once more smoothed a hand over the skirt of her gown, and lifted her chin. It was the pose of a woman in command of her audience.

      Lhéwen fell into position behind her mistress, hands clasped at her waist. The princess would pose and preen, drawing the eye. It was Lhéwen’s duty to keep watch and remain invisible. She’d learned long ago that the less attention she garnered the better for her likelihood of survival, whatever may come.

      The courier nodded to the guards on either side. “Princess Faeliel of the high court of the Upper Realm, here to see the king.”

      With an answering nod, the guards pulled open the doors. A cacophony of sound erupted from behind the heavy wood. Lhéwen shrank away from the near physical bombardment of sound. Men and women shouted in virulent anger. Whatever they argued about—and Lhéwen couldn’t understand their words, only the emotion behind them—it divided the room.

      No one noticed the princess at the doors. Princess Faeliel’s jaw clenched. If there was one thing she hated more than her domineering father, it was being ignored. Lhéwen had been forced to listen to countless complaints of the slights against Faeliel’s honor when some lord or lady failed to make the proper obeisance instantly upon her entry into a room. Luckily for everyone involved, the Shadow Realm had an announcer at the door.

      The courier scurried to the herald, cupping his hands around the man’s ear and leaning in. Without betraying a shred of surprise or a hint of unease, the man lifted a staff taller than his person, and slammed it onto the ground.

      The room fell silent. Every dark elf head turned toward the new arrivals at the door. The vast majority snarled with unhidden fury or disgust.

      “Her Royal Highness, Princess Faeliel, daughter of Othin, Crown Princess of the high court of the Upper Realm.” The herald’s words boomed and echoed across the throne room, easily four equestrian arenas long.

      As if on silent command, the brightly dressed crowd of black-skinned, white-haired elves stepped back and cleared a path from the door to the king’s seat on a raised dais at the end of the room. Black to match the rest of the castle, the throne was carved from some kind of dark wood and made to look as if dragons rested beneath the king’s hands. A silver seal of the royal crest, a dragon wrapped around an orb, graced the top center of the tall peaked back.

      The man who sat on the throne was equally imposing, his black and silver formal robes draping the wood and puddling around his feet. He sat in the chair with his back as straight as a spear, his expression unfathomable. His first son and heir stood at his right shoulder; the man was a younger replica of his father, down to the black robes and long braided hair.

      Lhéwen’s shoulders tightened, the relentless dark invading her mind in a way the golden shine of the high court never did. Even with the brightly colored fabrics worn by the rest of the court, there was too much black, too much shadow.

      Princess Faeliel, however, didn’t seem affected. She posed for several heartbeats, letting her audience view and admire her presence. After a careful few heartbeats, the princess strode forward, swaying her hips ever so slightly as she proceeded down the hall. A low murmur of whispers and hisses rolled through the room as she walked, but the princess never hesitated. Lhéwen followed three steps behind, carefully keeping her expression passive and eyes focused on the train of her ladyship’s golden skirt.

      Faeliel had practiced this walk and confident facial expression in the mirror more times than Lhéwen could count, and with each iteration she modified and perfected her performance. Some might call it narcissistic, but Lhéwen thought it was more about survival. She had taken to the practice as well, though her expressions and poses were geared toward invisibility and subservience rather than fearless pride. No one need know her true emotions, whatever they might be.

      Ten steps from the dais, the princess paused, posed once more, and dropped into a respectful curtsy, low enough to give honor, but not so low as to imply obeisance. Lhéwen, however, dropped lower, her rank giving her no option but to present the greatest possible deference.

      “Your visit is quite unexpected, my lady,” King Rindae intoned after Faeliel returned to a standing position. Lhéwen followed suit with relief, keeping her eyes downcast. “The palace is in an uproar, the staff all aflutter. I trust your accommodations are to your liking.”

      “I do apologize for any inconvenience my arrival may have caused,” Faeliel replied with a bow. “You may assure your staff the suite is perfectly suitable to my needs, and those of my ladies.”

      Lhéwen glanced at Belegeth to catch her reaction to being called a lady. One so fierce could hardly be described in the same breath as a lady of the high court. Belegeth made no sign she even heard the princess’s words. Her right hand rested on the haft of her axe where it hung from her belt, while the left remained ready with the shield.

      “I am glad to hear it.”

      Princess Faeliel was quick to continue. “But after your rather abrupt departure from the centennial summit, my father was concerned that something had been said or done to cause you offense. We deemed it prudent that I follow quickly to reassure Your Highness that though the summit is over, we hope to resume negotiations and reach a mutually beneficial agreement for the sake of all of the fae realms.”

      Lhéwen risked a glance up at the royal dais and its occupants. While the shadow king’s jaw twitched ever so slightly, his expression remained placid as a lake on a hot summer’s day.

      “I’m afraid such delicate negotiations will have to wait as there is a more immediate matter that must be addressed regarding the members of your guard.”

      “Oh?” the princess replied, her lips pursing into a subtle pout. “And what could my guards possibly have done?”

      “There has been an altercation at a local establishment.”

      The princess lifted a perfectly manicured hand to her lips. “Oh dear, I hope no one was injured.”

      “I’m afraid there was indeed some damage. Luckily, the commander of my guard was nearby, and able to apprehend all parties concerned. Now that you are present, I will question your men.”

      “That was very considerate of you to wait. I will, of course, defer to your judgment.”

      Lhéwen had been in the princess’s inner circle for long enough that she thought she heard a hint of displeasure in her tone, though she doubted anyone else noticed.

      With a graceful curl of his hand, the king motioned for the prisoners to be brought in. The commander entered first, leading the way for the rest of the guard and the prisoners. A fierce-looking dark elf, he bore a striking resemblance to the king and his heir, with the same silvery pale eyes and penetrating gaze. Could he be another member of the royal family?

      The shadow guard prisoners were next in line, their leader a dark elf with a sneer that belied his defiance. All wore the characteristic black armor of their office but they could be differentiated from their captors by their lack of weapons and the numerous bleeding lacerations and bruises forming on their faces and exposed skin—not that there was much of the latter.

      Behind them came the princess’s guards, who still wore the golden livery of the Upper Realm. Like the shadow guard prisoners, their weapons had been removed and many were wounded.

      The last man to file into the throne room was a younger-looking high elf Lhéwen didn’t recognize. He kept himself apart from the guard, and wore only dark brown travel leathers and a resigned expression. Like the other prisoners, his weapons had been removed, but it didn’t fit that he was involved in this mess.

      “Commander Aradae, report,” the king said.

      The commander of the shadow guard stepped forward, a single eyebrow raised while his lips pulled up into a half smile.

      “There was pub brawl at the Crossroads Inn. These men were found fighting in the courtyard, destroying private property, and causing a general disturbance of the peace. Weapons were drawn on both sides.”

      “And how did the altercation begin?”

      “I have not had an opportunity to interrogate the prisoners,” Commander Aradae replied. “I felt it prudent to allow you to question them.”

      “Wonderful. I do enjoy a good story.” The king turned toward the shadow guard prisoners first. “Cendir, you are a trusted soldier and leader amongst my guard. How did this happen?”

      The sneering dark elf at the front of the queue lost some of his defiance as his back straightened at the praise. “Your Majesty, the high elves knocked into us, spilling our drinks, then demanding recompense as if they were the aggrieved party. When we refused to apologize, they attacked.”

      “An insult!” A male voice called from the crowd. Others joined in. “Let them hang!”

      Lhéwen kept her face carefully bland. It wasn’t uncommon for King Othin to harshly punish even slight offenses, so it could only be worse here, where the violence occurred every day on the street.

      “Silence!” King Rindae shouted. The crowd grumbled, but kept their voices down. Lhéwen was surprised when he didn’t do more.

      “That cannot be true,” Faeliel interjected. “My men do not start fights without cause.”

      “Perhaps they had a reason,” the king replied. His gaze paused on Faeliel, a subtle charge passing between the royals.

      Faeliel’s lip turned up a fraction. She held the king’s gaze while she turned her head toward the imprisoned members of her guard.

      “Is this your recollection of events?” she asked the high elf captain, still holding the king’s gaze.

      “No, Your Highness,” he replied. “The dark elves intentionally crashed into our table. An ale poured over my head in the process.”

      “And that justified an explosion into violence?” King Rindae asked, keeping his tone level despite the obvious answer.

      “My men can hardly be expected to allow a slight against their honor. They were due an apology,” Princess Faeliel replied before her captain could say more.

      “Your Majesty, they lie. That’s not how it happened,” Cendir said, his tone urgent.

      “Perhaps our third party will have a better perspective.”

      The high elf at the back of the crowd of warriors looked up, his brow furrowing as if startled. The blue of his eyes reminded Lhéwen of the flowering vines that grew in her mother’s garden, while the strength in his jaw gave him a sense of purpose.

      “Apologies, Your Majesty, but I did not see the start of the fight. I only helped to end it.”

      “You are not a part of the high elf guard?”

      “No, Your Majesty. I am simply a merchant passing through.”

      Lhéwen cocked her head to the side, examining the man more carefully. Indeed, he looked the part of a merchant, his functional travel leathers scarred from use but obviously oiled and well cared for. His hair, worn long and braided in the common style of the high court, hung around his shoulders. But something about his posture and the fit of his gear made her doubt that merchant was his only title. He carried strength within his lean muscles, as if coiled and ready for use.

      “Passing through for what purpose?” Rindae asked.

      “For business, sire.” The merchant wrinkled his brow, as if the answer was obvious.

      Rindae lifted his gaze to the ceiling for one brief moment of exasperation. Clearly he had no problem showing his emotions. “Yes, but what business?”

      “I am Curuthannor, son and apprentice of Hatholdammon, guildmaster of the smithy in Rómesse Gulch. I am here to acquire iron from your master of mining.”

      “Iron? Doesn’t the Upper Realm have its own mines?”

      “Yes, sire, but my father prefers the strength and flexibility of the metal from the black hills lava flows.”

      “Interesting.” Rindae turned his enigmatic gaze toward the princess once more, giving her a knowing smile and a subtle wink. “It seems we have something that the Upper Realm wants.”

      The princess’s lips turned up at the corners in an amused smile. She licked her lips, putting the charm on in full force. “I do believe that is the point of this visit, is it not? I’m certain I want more from the Shadow Realm.”
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      Curuthannor coughed, covering his mouth with his hand. The princess was laying the charisma on thick, and every male head was turned in her direction. He refused to be one of them.

      Princess Faeliel was a performer. Though he’d never been to court, even Curuthannor had heard the stories. Everyone in the Upper Realm knew she was a vain coquette, not that they would ever say it to her face.

      She was also vindictive, narcissistic, and self-serving, or so he’d been told, and seeing her here made him nervous.

      “Tell me, Curuthannor, why it is that you felt it appropriate to fight your own kinsmen?” Faeliel asked.

      Curuthannor swallowed hard. He wouldn’t consider these high elves his kinsmen—only his brothers and parents could claim that right—but he supposed realmsmen was too much of a mouthful.

      He glanced at the high elf prisoners standing near, but not too near him. By common unspoken agreement, they and he had made the clear distinction. He was not part of their group. Nor did he want to be. The guard, though filled with skilled fighters, was also filled with men who had little respect for the common elves of the realm. They seemed to feel it was their right to lord over the untitled craftsmen who provided their armor and weapons. Curuthannor had seen it time and again in his father’s smithy. The men coming in with their sneers and their demands, with no regard for the time and attention to detail required for each new project.

      The men today, in their gleaming gold metal, glared at him from paces away. Their opinion didn’t concern him. Their vengeance, and that of their princess, might.

      “I did not intend to fight them, but felt it was imperative that they refrain from embarrassing our realm.”

      “He drew his sword,” one of the high elf soldiers protested. Curuthannor thought it might be the man he had pinned at the end, though he couldn’t be sure.

      “Their behavior reflected poorly on the ideals and values of the Upper Realm. We are not a race prone to violence and destruction,” Curuthannor replied.

      The princess glanced beneath her lashes at the shadow king once more. Curuthannor took a deep relieved breath as her attention was drawn away from him.

      “This is true. There were no deaths, were there?” she asked.

      “No,” King Rindae replied, voice low. “No deaths.”

      “If my men had truly wanted to cause ‘violence and destruction’ as our dear merchant phrased it, they would have simply drained your guard of their energy. The captain alone has the power to end a life with his magic.”

      Rindae’s expression turned fiercely speculative. “So you would argue they showed restraint? Perhaps that they needn’t be punished for their actions?”

      Faeliel lifted her hands in a graceful placating gesture. “I only mean to say that the incident could have been far worse. Thanks to the quick thinking of our merchant, and to the restraint—as you so pleasantly put it—of my men, no permanent damage was done. I will make reparations to the inn,  but I cannot be deprived of my guard. I suggest that we put this matter aside and discuss more relevant topics to my stay here in your court. ”

      “They must be taught a lesson!” a voice called out.

      “Already she seeks to usurp your rule,” another shouted.

      The king glanced up with a lifted eyebrow, but didn’t respond. Instead, he turned a speculative gaze on the princess. “Perhaps you would prefer to discuss our current trade agreements? Or should I say, the new export tariffs your king has imposed on all Upper Realm agricultural goods. I suppose  his intent was not to raise our food costs and deprive our people of the basics for life? Perhaps his treasury is running dry?”

      Princess Faeliel tilted her head in a coy nod. “The cost of living is going up everywhere.”

      No longer in the spotlight, Curuthannor felt his attention begin to drift from the royals’ careful wordplay to the Shadow Realm throne room. Though he’d never officially trained as a soldier, his father was a skilled swordsman and paranoid by nature. His admonitions about being caught unprepared had taken root in Curuthannor’s daily habits. One day, he would put those lessons to good use. In the meantime, it was smart to practice in unfamiliar territory.

      Black marble—or perhaps it was the same obsidian as the walls—covered the floor, a slick surface that could be challenging in a fight without enough grip to secure one’s footing. Matching black columns held up the distant ceiling, which could provide a bit of cover if necessary in a skirmish. The main public door was at the farthest end of the hall away from the king. It was probably the worst exit from this room, at least in a panicked crowd. The doors behind the king’s throne were likely a better choice, but would also be protected by the king’s guards.
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