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			My mind is haunted by shadow, 
Memories and regret, 
But those shadows don’t scare me now.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 
ONE

			I punched the prince in the face. The blow was hard enough that Killian’s gold circlet fell off his head and landed on the ground with a loud clunk. I’d always thought of his ­brother Damien when I ­imagined punching a royal, but Killian was a satisfying substitute.

			Shock reverberated through the room. None of the spectators moved. Killian had ensured he had an audience for the big reveal. A moment perfectly curated for me to find out the truth: I had allied with an ­enemy—­the king’s ­enemy—to destroy the Crown once and for all only to learn that the Shadow answered to the king’s youn­gest son.

			Killian had forced my hand like a fool. I needed to remind him that I was dangerous even if I agreed to play into his scheme.

			He spat a mouthful of blood onto the wood-­planked floor. I ­didn’t try to cover my grin. His movement, however, had reignited the tension in the room. Suddenly, ­every one of Killian’s most trusted Elverin ­were staring at me: The calculating violet gaze of the two Fae who stood along the wall, deciding ­whether or not to use what­ever magic they had left. The cautious eyes of the Elves whose immortality had stolen the last of their ability to be shocked. But what made my heart stagger inside my chest was the violent stare of the Halflings in the room. Part Elf, part Mortal, they outnumbered the rest of the Elverin tenfold.

			They ­were my kin. But they ­didn’t see an ally when they looked at me. All they saw was the Blade who had just laid a hand on their prince.

			Maybe the punch could have waited ­until I ­wasn’t surrounded by a hundred rebels who wanted me dead. Killian wiped his mouth with his wrist, a blond curl falling in front of his face as his skin was stained red.

			Collin moved first. He swung at me without unsheathing the short blade at his ­belt, cheeks burning with clumsy rage. I shifted to the side, dodging his blow. He threw out his other fist, and I ducked ­under that too. By the third, I figured I should put him out of his misery. I caught his wrist and used his momentum to spin him around, pinning his arm against his back. He let out a satisfying yelp.

			“Had enough yet?” I whispered in his ear. I had wanted to spar with Collin ever since his antics had cost two Shades their lives. Halfling girls the king had trained from childhood to be his spies and weapons. It had been my job to protect them. I took responsibility for their deaths, but it ­didn’t mean I enjoyed Collin’s smug attitude about their loss ­either. I twisted his wrist just a ­little more.

			Collin thrashed against me but my hold was secure. I looked to Killian. He was patting his bloodied lip with a pristine ­handkerchief—no doubt provided by Nikolai, who stood beside him, shaking his head and biting his lips so they formed a straight line.

			

			Killian moved his jaw side to side before breaking into a smile. “I’ll admit I deserved that.” He fixed the black collar of his shirt. The outline of leaves was stitched along its edge, the deep violet dye almost imperceptible from the black.

			I shoved Collin back ­toward a group of Halflings. He stumbled on his feet before taking his place next to Killian. The scowl Collin saved for me melted into a deep frown as he stared at Killian’s split lip.

			I crossed my arms and shrugged. “You deserve worse.”

			Syrra coughed ­behind the prince. I tilted my head to the side, challenging her to say I was wrong, but her lips twitched upward. I took that as all the approval I needed. Killian had kidnapped me, tied me up, drugged me, and shoved me in the back of a carriage for days, to gods knew where.

			As ­there was no longer a threat to my life, I allowed myself a quick glance about the room. The floor was lined with uneven planks of wood, but the walls ­were black stone. Apart from the faelights hovering above our heads, ­there was no light. No win­dows. The only door was the one Nikolai had dragged me through. I’d never been in this room, and ­there was nothing I recognized. I took a deep breath. No trace of the sea in the air; we ­were somewhere inland. 

			My eyes narrowed at the prince. “Where are we?”

			“Under­ground at the moment.” Killian gestured for Collin and the rest of the Elverin to exit out the only door. I watched their untrusting ­faces dis­appear into the dark hallway ­until it was just me, Killian, and his two most trusted councillors.

			I glanced at Syrra. “­Under what ground?”

			Nikolai answered before she opened her mouth. “­We’re in the ­middle of the Singing Wood.” He still ­couldn’t meet my gaze and shifted to the right, hiding himself ­behind Killian.

			

			“How long did you keep me asleep?” They had crossed half the continent since I’d been taken from that cave. That journey would have taken weeks with a group so large.

			“A while.” Killian gave a noncommittal shrug. “But only for safety reasons.” 

			I raised a brow. “You put me into an elixir-­induced sleep for my safety?” 

			“I meant the safety of the Elverin.” Killian tongued his cut lip.

			“I would never hurt—”

			“You punched me in the face seconds ­after making an alliance.”

			I scowled at his smug expression. “I thought we agreed you deserved it?” 

			“Enough,” Syrra said in her usual calm tone. She stepped between me and the prince. “Killian could not reveal himself so close to the capital. ­There ­were too many spies, especially ­after the mess you caused in Silstra.”

			“I seem to remember us working together to blow up that dam.”

			Syrra crossed her arms. “He had no reason to trust you with the truth before now.”

			“Had no reason to trust me?” I ran my hand through the crown of my braid. “I almost died setting off ­those blasts!”

			Nikolai poked his head out from ­behind Killian’s shoulder, holding up a cautious hand.

			I rolled my eyes. A single arrow to the leg was not even close to the same. “Nik, your leg is fine.”

			He opened his mouth and then closed it, tucking himself ­behind the prince once more.

			“We all agree that you proved yourself that night in Silstra,” Killian said, trying to hit the same calm demeanor as Syrra but not quite succeeding. “But when would you have liked me to let you in on our secret? Right before you met with the king? The hour before you met with the Arsenal?”

			My rebuttal evaporated from my tongue.

			“You already had enough lies to step around in that throne room,” Killian continued. “I needed—­we needed—­you to convince the king to allow you to keep your title. And if he was ­going to stumble onto the truth—”

			“You ­didn’t want him discovering all of it,” I finished for him. I turned away from them and tried to ignore how my chest tightened with understanding. I had walked into the capital that day knowing I might not walk out. Telling me every­thing beforehand would have been foolish. It could have put hundreds of lives in danger only to satisfy my pride.

			­There ­hadn’t been a right time for Killian to say anything ­until now.

			I clenched my fists. Hot rage roared through me, setting my blood to boil. “Riven could have told me.” I hated the way my voice cracked when I said his name. We’d traveled together for days ­after the dam blew. Riven had said he trusted me—­he’d shown as much—­but he ­hadn’t trusted me with this. He ­hadn’t even cared enough to be ­here when I found out the truth.

			My anger settled through my skin, warming my body, but under­neath I could feel the cold stings of betrayal. One for ­every moment that Riven had let the truth hang between us, like a veil I never knew was ­there, keeping him in the shadows I thought had cleared.

			“I thought it best that I be the one to tell you.” Killian’s voice was softer than before. The same softness settled in his green eyes as they traced my face. “I ­didn’t want anyone accusing you of leveraging your . . . entanglement with Riven as a way to get to me.”

			I blinked. “Why would I—”

			

			“To kill me?” Killian choked on a laugh. “To secure your place as Blade for life? To blackmail my ­father? What they would have thought ­doesn’t ­matter, only that the Elverin have very ­little reason to trust you. I ­didn’t want to make it harder on them.” Killian ran a hand through his blond waves. His crown still lay on the ground next to his feet, discarded and forgotten. I stared at it, wondering if I could trust what Killian had said about it being a tool. It might be enough to take back the kingdom from Aemon, but would a prince throw away his chance to rule when his ­father’s crown fell? I ­didn’t know Killian well enough to trust he could.

			I tipped the edge of the crown with my boot and lobbed it into the air. Killian caught it with the precision and speed of a seasoned soldier. He let it hang in his fist, never breaking his gaze with me. What­ever Killian had been ­doing in his time away from the capital, it was not just spending his days surrounded by scrolls and books.

			I frowned. “Was publicly outing me as a fool in my best interest too?” I could taste the venom of my sarcasm.

			Killian pulled at the sleeve of his jacket. “Yes, it was.”

			I scoffed.

			“I ­can’t make you see ­things my way Keera, but you being in the dark proves our plan is working. Not even the Blade knew about my involvement—­you ­didn’t suspect it and neither have the Shades. Forgive me if I let myself take that as a sign ­we’re safe. At least for now.” Killian stepped closer to me, his knuckles turning white against the gold in his fist. His body was rigid, perfectly restrained, but I could smell his rage growing; like parchment left too long in the sun, it was beginning to smoke. “The Elverin needed a win. ­We’re on the cusp of war—­how many years of heartache am I setting at their feet? How many of them ­will fight for something they ­will never see? ­Today, they felt hopeful, ­because regardless of what happened in Silstra, most still see you as an ­enemy, Keera.”

			

			Killian took a deep breath and grabbed my hand. It was warm and dry like paper. “­Today, I let them see you as a rival we defeated, so tomorrow they could see you as an ally they trust.”

			I ­didn’t break away from his gaze. ­There was a sincerity in his eyes that felt unnatural. He shared the same jade irises lined with amber as his ­brother. Eyes that had spent de­cades haunting the worst of my nightmares, the worst of my memories. The skin on my back pulled tight, recoiling at the mere idea of trusting one of Damien’s kin. But Syrra and Nikolai stood ­behind the prince and their silence stood ­behind his words.

			I might not trust Killian myself, but I trusted that Syrra and Nikolai would never align themselves with someone like Damien.

			I let go of Killian’s hand and grabbed the circlet he was still holding. I spun it around my four fin­gers like a ­children’s toy. “How long did it take you to come up with that speech?”

			Killian barked a laugh. “I had some time.”

			“He made me listen to him practice for three hours this morning,” Nikolai quipped, poking out from Killian’s shoulder once more.

			I caught the crown in my fist mid-­spin and handed it back to Killian. “Pretty speech aside, this alliance ­won’t work if you keep me in the dark. I know I have to earn the trust of your ­people, but I assume I’ve earned yours?” I glanced at Nikolai and Syrra, holding my breath.

			Nikolai nodded, taking a small step out from ­behind Killian. “Of course. You saved my life and blew up that dam, Keera dear. Besides, how could I not trust a face like that?”

			Syrra too took a step forward and nodded. “I have trusted you since Caerth, and I ­will trust you even ­after this war is won.” My chest tightened in surprise at Syrra’s words. The ­faces of the two Shades I’d laid across that pyre in Caerth flashed in my mind. The guilt burned my throat with the memory of how I’d washed away the pain. Syrra had found me and recognized her pain in mine. I never realized how much that had meant to her. How much it had meant to me. I swallowed the knot forming in my throat and nodded.

			Killian tucked his crown ­under his arm like an old book. “I meant what I said, Keera. I trust you and I want you to help us ­free Elverath once and for all. When we arrive in Myrelinth, I ­will brief you on every­thing we know.”

			“Myrelinth?” I echoed, tilting my head. “I assumed we would be stationed somewhere in the kingdom, somewhere more connected.”

			Syrra wrapped my shoulders in her arm and started walking ­toward the door. I could feel the strength of her muscles pressing into my neck. “My home is more connected than you know, child.”

			I suppressed the urge to shrug off her touch. I had a tunic and a thick cloak covering my skin, but even Syrra ­wasn’t observant enough to feel the names I’d carved into myself through the layers.

			I tilted my head at her. “­We’re a ten days’ ­ride from ­there at least.”

			Killian looked over his shoulder as he spoke. “Are we?”

			Then he dis­appeared into the dark.
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			We ­were undeniably in the ­middle of the Singing Wood. I exited what had begun as a hallway but had quickly transformed into a tunnel. From above­ground, no one would be able to tell that a large encampment existed ­under the soil. Not that travelers stumbled into the Singing Wood if they could help it.

			The forest was dense with twisted pairs of trunks that grew ­toward the sky in entangled spirals. Their bark was thick and the color of sunlit blue shifting to night. They grew so tall they rivaled the shortest peaks of the Burning Mountains to the west and their trunks ­were so thick the four of us could not have wrapped our arms around a single one. They ­were the ­giants of their wood but what kept the travelers at bay ­were their leaves.

			Bright bulbs of lilac and ­rose would bloom into twisted tendrils that came in ­every shade of sunset. Some tendrils hung from the tallest branches and swept the forest floor. The thick vines made it hard to travel on foot or ­horse and the dense canopy made navigation impossible by day or night. The king would have laid the entire forest to waste if it ­were not for the singing.

			Most hours the wood was as quiet as any other, but when the wind blew through the twisted trunks and spiraled vines, the forest came alive with song. Sometimes the trees sang songs of peace and comfort to guide wayward travelers home, but sometimes their melodies turned vile and travelers ­were left cutting at their own ears to silence the singing altogether. It ­wasn’t uncommon for the bodies of travelers to be found at the outskirts of the wood. Hanging as if caught mid-­stride, they ­were found suspended from the tendrils like the trees had lured them in only to coil their wicked limbs around their victims’ throats to feed their next song.

			Fortunately, we ­were in the ­middle of a large clearing. The circular meadow was lush with soft grasses and wild­flowers sprouting from the greenery. The dense forest formed a wall all around us, scraping the darkening sky above our heads.

			I ­didn’t see any sign of a trail or passage through the wood. No clear path that the caravan had used to gather ­here and no way to get out.

			Nikolai appeared at my side. He ­didn’t say anything as he toyed with a yellow bulb by his boot. He still ­wouldn’t meet my gaze; instead his head drooped to the side like a wilted flower.

			I sighed loudly—­I knew Nikolai would appreciate the added flair. “If ­you’re worried I’m ­going to punch you in the face, I’m not. At least, not ­today.”

			

			Nikolai’s head popped up, his face wearing a cautious smile.

			“But I’m still considering lacing your hair oil with an essence of dung.”

			He grabbed the top of his satchel protectively. “You ­wouldn’t dare.”

			“Lie to me again and you’ll find out.”  The words ­didn’t come out as playfully as I meant, but I ­didn’t take them back. I let them hang between us like one of the tendrils in the wood, unclear if it had been a threat or a warning. “Why ­isn’t Riven ­here?” The question had already burnt a hole through my throat; I ­couldn’t keep it in any longer. And Nikolai was the only one who I thought might actually give me an answer.

			His smile fell with his shoulders. “If he could have been ­here, he ­would’ve been.”

			“That’s all you’ll say?” I hated the desperate way my voice cracked at the end. It was as if a knife had been plunged into my gut when Killian revealed himself, and thinking of Riven’s absence pushed the hilt just a ­little deeper.

			The pity on Nikolai’s face made it worse. Part of me wished the dagger was real so I could pull it from my belly and stab him too. Before Silstra, I prob­ably would have.

			Nikolai’s brow lifted like it was issuing a dare. “Would you rather hear it from me or from him?”

			I leaned back and sighed ­toward the treetops that swayed above us. I felt like one of the white geese from the Barren Lands, lost and alone, looking to the sky for its flock that had already returned home. “Him,” I admitted.

			Nikolai wrapped his arms around me, half in pity and half in comfort. The angry part of me flared with hot rage at his touch, but ­there was another, larger, part of me that doused the flames with the knowledge that Nikolai had only been following ­orders. What­ever we had become ­after weeks of journeying across the continent together, I understood the lies he told to keep Killian’s alliance a secret. With his arms wrapped around me, I knew the anger of being fooled would cool quickly, at least ­toward him.

			He leaned back and inspected my neck and arm. “Does it hurt? I told Syrra the dart was too much but she insisted. You took quite the tumble this morning.”

			I rubbed my fin­gers across the bump along my arm. “This morning?” I blinked. My body was still sluggish and sore. It ­didn’t feel like I’d only been asleep for a day. “But the Dead Wood is at least a month’s journey from ­here.”

			A boyish grin sprouted across Nikolai’s face. “You woke up in an Elverath that is very dif­fer­ent from the one you knew yesterday. I ­won’t spoil your fun discovering it.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 
TWO

			I spent the next hour standing in the ­middle of a field, unmoving like one of the trees of the wood. A tree would have been more useful. The Elverin moved without speaking, readying their ­horses and carriages in a quick and efficient fashion that made it obvious this was a regular routine. The daily life of a troupe forced to move camp again and again to avoid King Aemon’s spies.

			And now the best of them stood in their midst.

			That truth seemed impossible for any of them to forget. Their stares ­were like a brisk wind through soaked clothes. I felt ­every shift of their cold scrutiny but knew ­there was nothing I could do except keep myself warm and alive. Right now, that meant staying still and quiet, but I ­couldn’t keep Killian’s words from echoing through my mind. I would need to melt the icy tension between me and the Elverin.

			

			It was just another mission. But one I’d never trained for.

			Syrra walked past me carry­ing one side of a large wooden crate. The other ­handle was lifted by a tall Elf with green eyes and a worn leather vest over his traveling robe. It took me a moment to place him.

			Tarvelle.

			The Elf who had been with Collin the night ­those two Shades ­were killed. I let my anger simmer without moving the hands tucked ­behind my back or even the path of my gaze. I watched them from the sideline of my vision as they stacked the crate onto a large cart filled with six ­others.

			One of the crates was splintered along the side, offering a glimpse of the fruit it held. Winvra. Tiny berries the color of Mortal blood and the darkest of nights ­were piled to the brim and I suspected filled the other crates as well. The red berries had the power to kill the largest man with the briefest taste, while a drupelet of black would bury one alive in acute ecstasy. An entire cartload of winvra would cost a fortune most could never pay and one I doubted the Elverin had.

			It was stolen, most likely from the northern orchards where the fruit still grew healthy with magic instead of wilted and gray. Lord Curringham, the High Lord of the Harvest, had reported a load of his winvra missing to the king a few months earlier. My lips twitched upward, wondering how Syrra and her team had managed the theft without leaving a trace. I’d overseen the Shades’ investigative reports myself; the theft had been executed perfectly.

			Tarvelle looked up and noticed my smile. I pulled a solemn mask over my face but his eyes narrowed all the same. Syrra sensed the shift in him and tossed me a knowing look over her shoulder. She whispered something in Elvish, too quick for me to parse. Tarvelle nodded, his stare fixed on me like a hawk watching its prey, before walking into the tunnel and not coming out.

			

			Syrra gestured ­toward the undone straps along the cart and walked away, on to her next task. My shoulders relaxed by the tiniest fraction and I had to keep myself from ­running to secure the load. I was grateful for something to busy my hands.

			I took my time, checking and rechecking each strap, as I watched the Elverin around me form into equal teams. One large cart and two carriages in each, with a sprinkling of ­horse riders while the rest ­were on foot.

			­There ­were more Elverin ­here than I had expected. Much more than the small group that had crossed over the Burning Mountains and met us at Caerth. I counted six groups across the meadow, each with eighty or more Elverin. It ­wasn’t enough to storm the kingdom, but more than I’d thought the rebels had to arm their cause. And more ­people I had to convince to trust me.

			I sighed, the tightness in my chest pressing the air from my lungs.

			I finished the last strap and saw Killian kneeling beside his ­horse. An Elf stood beside him, holding two large satchels in her arms while Killian fixed the lace of her boot. I pretended to tighten the strap as I watched them. She wore a well-­traveled cloak made of Elvish weft, but ­there was no embellishment or fancy trim. Her pants and boots ­were stained with travel and patched in two places. The king would never have let someone so common-­looking in his sight, let alone bow at her feet to tie her laces.

			Killian tapped her knee to signal she could keep walking. He stayed on the ground for a moment to see if the lace slipped loose before pushing against his knee to stand. Collin rushed to his side, throwing his hand out for the prince, but Killian shook his head.

			I coughed a laugh against the crate.

			Collin’s head snapped ­toward me, but I had already reset my gaze on the strap. I counted three breaths before Collin trotted off ­behind Killian to a group of Halflings replacing the wheel of a carriage.

			

			Tarvelle reemerged from the tunnel and marched ­toward me with a ­horse in tow. His black hair was braided in two plaits that framed his angular face. He ­didn’t say anything as he thrust the reins into my hand. His head only twitched, like a nod he ­wouldn’t let himself make, and then he was gone again.

			My ­horse sniffed my shoulder before dropping her head to the ground to graze. My ­saddlebags hung from her side exactly the way I’d left them. The leather flap I had been fixing when the dart pierced my arm was still flipped up along the crest of the ­saddle.

			I tongued my cheek as I moved the rain guard back into place and pulled a small pouch tied along the horn. I traced the outline of the glass vial through the leather and the air emptied from my lungs. I ­didn’t take out the elixir. The familiar ache sat in my throat, as it always did, but the pain was mild. My thoughts ­weren’t consumed by craving, pulling all my attention ­until my willpower shattered and I was left reaching for my wineskin. It had been weeks since I had felt a craving so strong. I ­didn’t need a drop of elixir on my tongue to manage it, but it brought me comfort to know the elixir was ­there for the next time the ache rippled through my bones. 

			I felt the thin tube of my mage pen ­behind the vial. No one had taken it. The unmarked skin around my ribs tickled in anticipation. I had not carved a new name into myself since I built the pyre for the Shades in Caerth. Alys and Elinar.

			I thought of the two other Shades that had died at Silstra—­one by my own arrow. The craving in my throat flared knowing that I would never learn the Halfling girls’ names, never add them among the list of innocents I wore in defiance of the king who had made me kill them.

			My fin­gers closed around the leather pouch ­until the sharp edges of the vial left marks in my palm. I pushed their ­faces into the recess of my mind. Lingering on the pain of their loss did not serve them now. That would only come with vengeance.

			The name along my forearm tingled like the scarred skin was tightening. Brenna. She had been the first name I’d carved into myself, the largest and the most impor­tant. I had promised that her death would be avenged. That I would tear down Aemon’s throne and his crown so no one could rule over the Halflings again. The Shades who had died would share in that vengeance.

			I swallowed. My throat ached, but I ­didn’t pull the vial from the pouch. Numbing the pain had only brought on more of it. I wanted to feel the guilt burn through me. To heal myself or punish myself, I ­didn’t know.

			It ­didn’t ­matter anyway. The elixir was just another reminder that I ­hadn’t cared to ask enough questions. It was Elven made, some ancient magic Hildegard had thought would help me, but I had never cared to understand how it would. Perhaps the ebony liquid had made my cravings easier to manage, numbing them enough to let me hope that the pain could ­really end, or perhaps it had been sharing pieces of my pain with Riven.

			Riven.

			He was tangled into each one of my thoughts. All of the questions I’d never asked and now wanted answers to more than the air in my lungs.

			I leaned my back against my ­horse. She turned her head to me for a moment before grabbing another mouthful of grass. I stared upward, trying to push ­those questions away too. The sky was painted with streaks of lilac and apricot, coral clouds with cerulean edges that would soon turn navy with the night.

			Darkness and shadow. Like the Shadow who had followed me across the kingdom, somehow always lurking but now was nowhere to be seen.

			

			My stomach churned and suddenly I was grateful that I had my ­horse to hide ­behind in the crowd. I knew my anger at Riven’s absence was justified, but other emotions swirled inside me, too quick and too fluid to name. I felt like I was lost in a dark body of ­water with no light to guide me and no way of knowing if the ­water that held me was a pond, a lake, or the sea. No way of knowing if I should stand, swim, or float. Any choice I made was likely to be the wrong one.

			Riven ­hadn’t told me the truth, but did that mean he had lied? We had set the terms of our alliance in Aralinth—­need to know—­and I had jumped at the deal, ­eager to keep as much of myself undiscovered as pos­si­ble. Could I be angry that while I had hid pieces of myself, Riven had used ­those terms to hide his ties to Killian?

			I sighed. I ­didn’t know the answer to that question. I doubted Riven knew it ­either.

			Any understanding I had collided with the anger inside me, flaring like a fire burning through the night. I had trusted Riven enough to pull me out of darkness and into the light, but now that trust was scattered like the stars streaking the sky above me.

			­There had been so many moments since we left Aralinth when he might have confided in me. I understood why he ­didn’t divulge all his secrets the night we struck our alliance or in the weeks of travel afterward. Riven ­hadn’t trusted me; he ­hadn’t even liked me then. But slowly it had changed. Or at least it had changed for me. I had stripped down ­every part of myself and laid them in front of him, trusting him, but Riven had kept his secrets.

			Not ­every part. The thought echoed through my mind like a mutinous friend. My hand reached for the arm with Brenna’s name, holding it tightly as if the truth would drip out like blood from a wound.

			The tension in my chest loosened. I still had pieces left unshared. Parts of me Riven ­didn’t know and ­didn’t need to know. I took a deep breath and checked the ­saddle straps. I ­didn’t need to wade through the depths of my emotions now. That could wait for whenever Riven was brave enough to face me.

			My weapon ­belt and blades ­were bound in a roll tied to the back of the ­saddle. I unlaced the Elvish ropes binding the decorative leather. Each blade had been meticulously cleaned and ­housed in its own sheath within the roll. My ­belt was folded neatly across them.

			“Did I displease you?” Syrra asked. I had not heard her approach, which shocked me. When I turned around, she smirked at my open mouth. “I cleaned your blades. Ashwirii athra maanthir.”

			“A weapon should always be at its ready,” I echoed back in the King’s Tongue.

			Syrra nodded, her smirk fading into a tight line. “I did not realize Halflings learned Elvish in the Stolen Lands.”

			My cheeks flushed. “They ­don’t,” I replied, sidestepping the question in her statement. I was too exhausted to explain myself further, to call up ­those memories from the dark. “­Those words are inscribed in the courtyard at the Order. All Shades learn it eventually.” 

			Syrra always stood still, her strong legs acting like roots anchoring her to the ground, but now she froze. Her breath ­stopped and her stare lost its focus. I ­didn’t move but studied the scars that decorated her toned arms and broad shoulders. They had been cut along the curves and edges of her muscles, emphasizing her movements like nature had drawn them on her skin at birth. Each scar was a dif­fer­ent branch of magical trees whose names I ­didn’t know and whose leaves I ­didn’t recognize. The scars ­weren’t raised like mine, but fine lines that highlighted the ochre tone warming her dark brown skin. The scars themselves ­were beautiful, but painted onto Syrra’s strong frame, she was a devastating masterpiece.

			

			Syrra’s pursed lips gave the slightest twitch. I tore my eyes away from her scars and loaded my ­belt with my traveling blades. My skin itched, strangely not with the need to cut, but with the urge to pull back my sleeve and show Syrra how my guilt had carved scars of my own.

			My fin­gers tightened around the hilt of my bloodstone dagger. Syrra might have understood my need to drink, but I ­didn’t know what she would think of my need to mark forever the names of ­those I had killed. Perhaps she would see it as a mockery of a sacred ritual, of what had taken her centuries to earn.

			I pulled my sleeve into my palm and swallowed the truth. My scars only served as proof for why the Elverin should not trust me.

			“The courtyard still stands on Niikir’na?” Syrra’s voice was rough, like her tongue was fighting her throat to speak.

			I blinked. I forgot that island had been Syrra’s training grounds too. Before Aemon had taken Elverath as his own, the Order had been where all the Elvish warriors trained, where they earned their scars. Syrra had spent lifetimes ­there before Aemon came and turned it into something cruel.

			“Parts of it,” I answered. “The palace is still ­there. It is used to ­house the initiates and some members of the Arsenal. The courtyard is mostly intact, though some stone and statues have been broken over the years.”

			I’d broken one of the statues myself. Or caused the damage. Gerarda, the Dagger, had a par­tic­u­lar knack for annoying me when we ­were training as initiates. One day I’d had enough and thrown her into a statue of a tall Elf with long locks trailing down her back. The Elf’s arm and sword had not survived.

			“I assumed it had all been destroyed.” Syrra’s voice was so quiet I ­didn’t know if her words ­were meant for me.

			

			I opened my mouth, unsure of what I could say that would give her comfort. Thankfully, I ­didn’t need to say anything ­because Killian appeared beside us and the warm serenity returned to Syrra’s face. “Are you ready to see Myrelinth?” asked the prince.

			My brows stitched themselves together. We ­were ten days away from the city, if not more. I pointed to the night sky that sparkled down on us. “A ­little late to start such a long journey.”

			Killian’s jade eyes ­were full of mischief. “Some journeys can only be made in the dark.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 
THREE

			We left as the last stretch of dusk gave way to a clear, starry night. Nikolai and Syrra led the group to the western edge of the clearing and dis­appeared into the shadowed spirals and twisted tree trunks. At first, it seemed like every­one who crossed into the Singing Wood simply dis­appeared, vanis­hing as soon as their ­horse or knee hit the threshold between meadow and wood.

			I watched in awe as more bodies dissolved into the night. Killian sat on his ­horse beside me. He rode a tall steed with an ebony coat that glittered in the moonlight. I was grateful he’d sent Collin ahead to help Tarvelle with the carriage transports. I could spot Collin’s blond head turning back to watch me again and again before he fi­nally dis­appeared into the haunted wood himself.

			As we rode closer, the dark vines dis­appeared too, receding into the inky forest to reveal a path now filled with hundreds of Elverin.

			

			A glamour.

			I laughed to myself. The same magic had protected a path along the outskirts of Aralinth, shattering like glass as we rode through it. Magic had almost completely faded across the continent, but the Elverin still knew how to use what was left.

			I ­didn’t speak to Killian as we rode down the path. It felt like a tunnel with the thick canopy of vines and leaves overhead. Not a single star was vis­i­ble and the air was damp and stale. No faelights hovered above our heads to light our way. The Elverin and the ­horses walked forward by memory alone. Killian ­didn’t say anything to me ­either, but I thought he gave me a sideways glance ­every few minutes. Even with my enhanced eyesight, it was difficult to be sure in the dark. Between glances, he shifted his reins from hand to hand, rubbing the leather raw with his thumb.

			A loud crack of splintering wood echoed through the tunnel. My ­horse stumbled. She ­didn’t fall to the ground but veered to the left to correct her footing. The group of Halflings that had been following ­behind us crashed into each other in the confusion.

			“What was that?” Killian whispered from somewhere in the darkness. 

			“A wagon wheel,” another soft voice replied.

			Killian’s command was firm. “Leave it.”

			I reached into my vest to fetch a match. “We should assess how bad the break is before we abandon a cartload of supplies,” I whispered, hoping it was in the direction of Killian.

			I slipped off the ­saddle. I ­couldn’t see anyone any longer, not even the vague shapes of a person or ­horse. I reached out but my fin­gers touched nothing but shadow.

			Something shifted in the darkness. In the thick brush it sounded as if it had come from above instead of somewhere in the tunnel.

			

			Killian’s voice rang out, quieter than ever but coated in a desperate worry I ­didn’t understand. “Keera, where are you?”

			I scraped the match against the flint. The small stick burst into flames only to illuminate the horrified face of Killian standing right beside me.

			“Run!” Killian shouted with no care to be quiet any longer.

			A piercing cry rang out through the forest, louder than any person or animal could ever make. It screeched so loudly my bones shook the air from my lungs. Time seemed to slow as I dropped the match and saw Killian clambering back onto his ­saddle.

			A low horn sounded through the tunnel and was met with another piercing cry. A light appeared farther down the path and burned so bright I had to shield my eyes as I mounted my ­horse.

			The light split into tiny pieces of faelight that shot down the tunnel in all directions and bathed the forest in silver. Now illuminated, I could see the long slashing claws digging through the thick canopy of vines and tendrils above our heads. The entire ceiling shook as the Elverin ran farther into the Singing Wood below.

			The riders dispersed into the crowd of Elverin, pulling two or three of ­those ­running on foot onto their ­saddles as they charged ­toward a destination I still could not see.

			I glanced back at the abandoned wagon and noticed the wheel had not broken but fallen off its axel entirely. The pin that held the wheel in place was nowhere to be found.

			“Keera!” Killian shouted from across the tunnel as he pulled a Halfling ­behind him. He threw a glass vial, and I plucked it from the air with one hand. Five winvra berries ­were locked inside the glass. I looked up to ask what they ­were for but Killian was already cantering down the path, reaching for an Elf who was struggling to run.

			

			I tapped the side of my ­horse and charged ­toward the crowd. A large claw pierced through the vines above my head. I swung off the edge of my ­saddle, hooking my foot through the stirrup that was now resting on the seat to keep me as secure as pos­si­ble.

			My heart hammered in my chest and something hot pooled at my shoulder. I was still wearing Riven’s tunic and now the sleeve was stained with amber blood from where the creature had cut me.

			I groaned through clenched teeth as I pulled myself back onto the seat and kept charging onward. A loud crash bellowed from ­behind me, and I knew one of the creatures had broken through the canopy and plummeted onto the path below. I glanced over my shoulder and saw one Elf fleeing on foot ­behind me the riders had missed.

			­Behind him was a tall beast. It had the face of a stag with long antlers that scraped the canopy above, leaving a cascade of fallen vines in its wake. It walked on two hoofed legs while its long arms galloped along the ground with claws longer than any dagger I owned. Spindles of drool fell from its lips as it gnashed the air with sharp teeth made to devour flesh.

			The Elf would be dead on foot.

			I pulled back on the reins without a second thought and charged ­toward the beast. I leaned down and unsheathed one of the straight swords from my weapons ­belt and launched it at the creature. The blade embedded itself in the shoulder of the beast, who howled in pain as it fell backward onto the ground. Thick, black blood bubbled from the wound as it tried to pull the sword ­free with its mouth.

			I released the breath that had caught in my chest and circled my ­horse around the Elf. He was missing one shoe and his feet ­were already coated with blood. I lowered my hand, but he shook his head and refused to grab it.

			

			Another crash sounded from the tunnel. A second deadly creature fell from the thick canopy of trees above. Half of this one’s face was missing, so we could see the bones of its jaw and the pale socket that no longer held an eye.

			“Ride with me or die!” I shouted. The Elf’s gaze darted between my outstretched hand and the creature. It had steadied itself from the drop and was ­running ­toward its fallen brethren. I flexed my hand at the Elf once more. “Decide. But know none ­will mourn such a foolish death.”

			His black eyes narrowed, but he reached for my hand and pulled himself onto the ­horse.

			“What are ­those creatures?” I shouted over the beat of the mare’s hooves on the well-­packed earth.

			“The Unnamed Ones,” the Elf shouted back. He reached down and grabbed the white bone hilt of my bloodstone dagger.

			I veered to the right, just out of reach of the creature’s swipe. “Too small—­grab the brown ­handle and ready yourself.”

			The Elf pulled out a long, thick sword that glinted ­under the silver glow of the faelights shining above us. The sword was too heavy to throw at the beast, but the creature was too close anyhow. It swiped and its claws cut through the split ends of my ­horse’s tail.

			“Wait for the next swipe. Then aim for the back of the neck,” I shouted. I ­didn’t have time to look back before the creature launched itself at us once more.

			The Elf screamed as he plunged the sharp edge into the creature’s neck. An earsplitting shriek shook through the tunnel, so loud my ear­drums ached as loose vines fell from the canopy above. I veered out of the way of a tendril hanging loose from the ­others and sighed in relief when I ­didn’t hear the pounding footsteps of the creature ­behind us.

			

			But as I rounded the sharp turn of the tunnel, I saw three more sets of claws digging through the canopy between us and what appeared to be a shimmering pool of ­water framed by gray stone.

			“What’s your name?” I called over my shoulder to the Elf.

			“Pirmiith,” he shouted back.

			“Pirmiith, if we survive this, remind me to thank you for saving my life.”

			I could hear the smile in his reply. “And I ­shall thank you for saving mine.”

			I steered our ­ride around another abandoned cart as a third creature fell through the canopy just ­behind us. I lifted the glass vial that still rested in my hand, urging my ­horse to run just a ­little faster.

			“Open it and throw the berries into the portal before we pass,” Pirmiith shouted as he pulled another blade ­free.

			We had made it to a large cave, wide enough to fit thirty men across with ease. The mouth of the cave was cast in silver ore that shimmered like a gemstone in sunlight. But the light did not come from the suns; instead it came from the wall of ­water that rippled just inside the cavern’s entrance. Or at least I thought it was ­water.

			I ­didn’t have time to ask. The Unnamed One slashed with its long claw and our ­horse whinnied as a deep cut was left on her hip. I unstoppered the vial and poured the tiny berries into my hand. Just before we hit the wall, I tossed the winvra into the standing lake and dropped my jaw in amazement as the ­water swirled around us in golden light that sent the creature reeling backward, covering its eyes as it whimpered.

			I expected to be hit with the thickness of ­water, like diving into a lake, but instead it was like passing through a veil of cool mist. The same auric light swirled around my body and the bodies of Pirmiith and Killian, who was waiting at the threshold of the veil. The veins in his neck ­were thick and pumped like he had been struggling to breathe. The touch of warmth that his pale skin usually held was gone and he was white as snow.

			I jumped down from the ­saddle. Killian must’ve sent his ­horse onward with the Elverin he’d saved. I glanced up at Pirmiith, who nodded once. “I ­will make sure her wound is taken care of,” he said in lieu of goodbye. I watched as he and the ­horse continued down the path and realized we ­were at the bottom of a lake.

			Ribbons of golden light shone around them like a shield keeping the ­water from wetting their skin or their lungs from breathing the liquid in, yet as I watched them dis­appear into the inky darkness of the lake, I could see the thick walls of seaweed that lined the path. A school of swimmers darted between the blades and ­there was another overhead without care that we ­were in their home.

			“How is it pos­si­ble?” I whispered, turning back to Killian with a laugh blooming in my throat. All thought of the deadly creatures we had narrowly escaped vanished from my mind.

			Killian’s jade eyes ­were locked on my bloody shoulder. He closed the distance between us in two strides and ripped the sleeve clean off my arm before I had time to react.

			I turned away from him and tried to cover the names that I had cut into my arms or the ends of the thick ridged scars Damien had carved into me that curved over my shoulder. “I’m fine,” I snapped, wishing I had not sent Pirmiith away with my ­horse and clothing.

			Killian’s brow furrowed. “If an Unnamed One made that cut, I need to check it. Their claws are toxic, Keera.”

			I gritted my teeth. ­There was no way I could make it to wherever we ­were ­going without Killian seeing the truth written on my skin. I took a deep breath and slowly turned ­toward him. At first Killian ­didn’t even notice the scars—his focus was anchored on the red line that cut lengthwise down my shoulder. The wound was tender, but my healing magic had already stitched the skin together.

			

			Killian traced a gentle fin­ger down the line of it. “No signs of necrotic tissue at all,” he whispered to himself more than to me. “Incredible.” 

			His fin­ger reached the end of the slash and traced over the first name. Killian’s eyes widened as he truly saw my arm for the first time. His cheeks flushed and he shook his head before turning away.

			“I should have asked before I removed your sleeve.” He bowed his head. “My greatest apologies if I have made you uncomfortable.”

			His neck flexed as he stared at a patch of billowing seaweed.

			“I’d be comfortable if we ­don’t talk about them.” I swallowed. A sudden fatigue plagued my body. My leg shook as I looked down the path where Pirmiith had dis­appeared with my cloak.

			Killian nodded and pulled off his black jacket. He wrapped it around my shoulders, letting me feed my arms through the sleeves. It was warm and smelled of smoke and parchment. I pulled my braid loose from the collar and caught Killian’s stare lingering on my neck.

			He cleared his throat and pointed down the path with an arm coated in golden light. “Myrelinth is this way.”

			Thick logs and tall rocks covered in marine life marked our path along the bottom of the lake. A large fish swam above my head, its fat belly and short tail gliding beside my long braid that floated upward in the ­water. I brushed the white scales along its bottom with my fin­ger, surprised that I could touch it. The fish paused mid-­glide before scurrying away and disappearing into the inky black once more.

			“What kind of magic is this?” I asked, turning to Killian who was walking with his hands folded ­behind his back and picking at his elbow.

			He smiled proudly. “Portal magic. If you know where they are, and when they open, you can enter in one spot on the continent and emerge in another.”

			

			I raised a brow. “How does the portal know where to send you? Does a Fae have to make the decision?” My stomach tightened as I wondered if Riven had been waiting at the entrance of the portal to open it for the Elverin arriving home.

			Waiting for me.

			Killian shook his head and my hopes ­were dragged away in the undertow of the lake. “It’s not the kind of magic that can be wielded, but a natu­ral part of Elverath that has always existed. This portal contains two paths—­one can be accessed ­under the light of the suns and the other ­under the light of the stars. ­After dusk, this portal leads to Myrelinth and then at dawn it ­will change again.”

			“Is ­there only one portal that leads to Myrelinth?”

			“­There are a few.” Killian kicked a pebble along the sandy bottom of the lake. It rolled lazily along the ground and scared a group of minnows into a frenzied scurry.

			“Then why choose such a dangerous path to journey through?” I gestured ­behind us where we had left the Unnamed Ones in the Singing Wood.

			Killian sighed. “It was the quickest route. And the Unnamed Ones are usually harmless. If travelers re­spect their nature, a journey through the Singing Wood poses ­little risk.”

			“And what of their nature?” I shivered against the memory of that cold claw slicing through my skin.

			“They detest loud noises, and when the suns have set, they ­will search out any light that dares shine in their wood.”

			I blinked. “The match.”

			Killian nodded slowly. “I should have warned you. ­After so many years being the least knowledgeable among the Elverin, it is too easy to forget ­there are many ­things you do not know that I do.”

			“Like how to hunt the Unnamed Ones?”

			

			Killian shot me a quizzical look. “The Elverin do not hunt them. They pass on the knowledge to live with the creatures of this wood. Before my ­father claimed ­these lands for the kingdom, one of the most prosperous cities in all of Elverath called the Singing Wood its home.”

			“The Mortals know of no city hiding in this wood.” Most travelers did every­thing they could to avoid the Singing Wood entirely. ­Those who ventured in often did not venture out. I’d once traveled along the road around the Singing Wood and found a Halfling hanging from the vines on the outskirts of the forest. His ­middle was cut to the spine, leaving a pool of amber blood on the brush below.

			Killian waved his arms out in front of him with a warm smile on his lips. “­Haven’t you learned that ­there are many ­things the Mortals do not know?”

			My thoughts lingered on that unknown Halfling. Had he been on the run or working for one of the nearby Mortals when he’d found himself traveling the Singing Wood? ­Either way, the somber truth struck me deep in my core, like one of the Unnamed had cut me in two. The Halfling should have known the secrets of this wood—he should have learned it from his ­people. That knowledge was something ­else that Aemon had stolen from our kin. It had cost that Halfling his life. How many more had fallen to the same fate as he?

			We came to the top of a small hill and at the bottom was the entrance of an identical cave to the one we had passed through in the Singing Wood. I could see the refracted image of ­people and lights on the other side, swaying in the ebb and flow of the undercurrent.

			Killian kicked another rock. He picked at the skin around his thumbnail absentmindedly. ­After almost perishing in a race with the wicked creatures of the dark, I ­didn’t know what could make him so ner­vous.

			

			“Unlucky for that wagon wheel to break,” Killian said with a shrug, seemingly to fill the silence.

			I pulled his jacket tighter around my neck to make sure no signs of my scars ­were showing. “It ­wasn’t broken. The pin was missing. It must’ve fallen out along the way.”

			Killian ­stopped and spun on the same spot. “The pin was missing?”

			“Do you want me to repeat myself or are you talking to yourself again?”

			Killian ignored me and shook his head. “Did you see a pin? Did you see any damage at all?”

			I shrugged. “None that I saw, but I did have a demon deer trying to make me its dinner.”

			Killian grabbed both my arms. My back straightened at his touch; he was so informal in the way he acted with me it was almost jarring. But then again, while I’d only been his ally for a few hours, Killian had been allied with me for weeks.

			“Keera, what­ever happens when we cross into Myrelinth, I need you to stay calm.”

			My eyes narrowed. “Why do you expect me to act other­wise?”

			Killian took a deep breath before answering. “Allying with you was not a popular decision. Revealing myself and inviting you into the heart of the Faelinth was even less so. ­Those most opposed may test your loyalty in any way they can.”

			I swallowed. “You mean Collin and Tarvelle.”

			Killian ­didn’t confirm my guess, but he ­didn’t deny it ­either. “With enough time, all the Elverin ­will come to see that your loyalties lie with us and always ­will. Even your detractors.”

			“But ­until then you want me to play nice?” I crossed my arms.

			Killian craned his neck ­toward the moonlight that filtered through the tens of feet of ­water between us and the surface. His cheeks puffed out as he let a slow breath bubble up to the surface. “Yes, I do. If you come with your weapons drawn, the Elverin ­will only ever see you as the Blade.”

			I ran my tongue along my teeth as I studied Killian. I had very ­little reason to trust him apart from Nikolai and Syrra’s willingness to accept him as one of their own, to help lead their rebellion. His curls swayed above his head with the flow of the ­water, but he did not drop his gaze. It was earnest and unyielding.

			I sighed with closed eyes. “I ­will not be the first to swing, but if they attack me without reason, I ­will defend myself.”

			I raised my chin as I waited for Killian’s reply.

			He blinked once before straightening his stance. “I would expect nothing less.” He squeezed my hand ­gently. “And I think it’s impor­tant that I recognize this moment, that it was you who first compromised for this alliance, and so soon ­after it was struck. I ­will remember that, Keera. It is no small feat for anyone who carries the responsibility you do.”

			I was grateful for the coolness of the lake as heat flooded my cheeks. I was not accustomed to ­others realizing the responsibility I felt for the Shades, let alone have a prince of two realms recognize it so directly. A tiny crack splintered the base of the stone wall I placed between me and ­others. Somehow Killian had known exactly which brick to tap.

			I cleared my throat and started down the hill to the cave entrance. Killian followed and we reached the mouth of the ­sister cave. He did not pull out any winvra before he stepped through the wall of ­water. I stepped through ­after him, feeling the same veil of mist as the cool night air filled my lungs.

			We ­were in a wood of a dif­fer­ent kind. My neck craned upward to take in the view. Ancient ­giants stood before us. Their weathered trunks, wider than a city block, towered above our heads, swirling against the stars in the night sky. Thick blankets of nee­dled moss hung from their strong branches, illuminated by thousands of orbs of faelight as large as the suns and as small as a grain of sand.

			Each of the ­giant trees ­were connected above by layers of twisted branches and vines that formed walkways across the sky. Along the trunks ­were large burls and splits that served as dwellings for ­those that lived ­there. I could see the shadows of ­children and their parents cast along the warmly lit walls inside the trees. ­There ­were hundreds of them, some occupied and ­others empty.

			It was a city of branches and leaves. The Elverin living within the limbs and hearts of trees like birds in their nests. I turned slowly to look in ­every direction. The trees kept ­going, trunk ­after trunk, homestead ­after homestead.

			It was the most beautiful ­thing I’d ever beheld.

			Killian stepped beside me, his gaze also fixed on the treetops that seemed to shimmer with stars. “Keera,” he said with a wide, enchanting smile. “Welcome to Myrelinth.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 
FOUR

			As we walked through myrelinth, the city began to take shape around me. Placed between a lake that stretched into the night on all sides and the towering peaks of the Burning Mountains, the city was alive. Circular groves of trees created neighborhoods, dwellings in close proximity that ­were easily connected from above. ­Those groves formed a large circle of their own. Inside was a clearing lined with orbs of fire that contained the flames and smoke within a thin veil of magic. The fires ­were ever-­burning in shades of crimson and sapphire that alternated around the curved edge of the grove.

			In the ­middle stood a tree larger than any of the ­others. It reminded me of the Elder birch of Aralinth in its ­great size, but this tree was not dressed in gold leaves. Instead, five large branches cascaded from its towering height, creating spirals that curved around the trunk ­until the branches buried themselves into the ground, becoming the tree’s roots as well. No leaves marked the tree, no ­needles hung from the smaller branches to soak in the sun. Instead a thick layer of moss the color of faded turquoise dressed the trunk and the bottom of its thick branches.

			Nikolai and Syrra stood in front of it. Nikolai’s face was lit by the flickering shades of lapis and cerulean. It cooled the warmth of his brown skin, his wide grin haunting like he was a ghost tied to the life of the ancient tree beside him. Syrra stood next to a flame of amber, the molten hues radiating off her high cheeks and scars. I was taken by how the firelight showcased the two sides of Syrra I had met, a devastating beauty with a fiery humor she rarely shared and an experienced warrior cloaked in shadow and mystery.

			Killian embraced them both as if we had not just seen them a ­couple of hours earlier. Syrra’s dark gaze immediately fell on Killian’s jacket on my shoulders. “None of the Elverin ­were tainted though it seems you ­were not as lucky.”

			Nikolai ran ­toward me, his eyes wide in panic. He slapped his hand against my forehead. “No fever yet, ­there could still be time to fetch the ointment.” He snapped his fin­gers at a Halfling standing cautiously at the end of the clearing. The Halfling scurried ­behind one of the thick branches and seemed to dis­appear inside. My eyes glanced around the rest of the clearing. A crowd had formed, with each member watching me, some in fear, some in anger, and some in bored curiosity.

			“Where did it cut you?” Nikolai moved to pull the jacket ­free but Killian ­stopped him.

			“I already inspected the wound. Keera’s healing gift seems to work on more than just cuts and scrapes.”

			Syrra’s brows shot up in a singular moment of surprise. “Immunity to the Unnamed Ones is a rare gift indeed. I have never heard of a such a power­ful gift among the Valitherian.”

			

			My breath caught in my throat at that word. I was still unsure about Rheih’s theory of my lineage. I owed her my life; she had healed me ­after the explosion in Silstra that left me on the cusp of death, but I was not sure I trusted the Mage enough to believe her theory. That would mean that one of my parents was a Halfling, but the other had to have been a Light Fae. And they had not been seen since the first days of Aemon’s conquest, nearly a thousand years ago.

			But despite my doubts, I ­couldn’t deny that I healed quicker and more easily than I should. And based on the lack of tenderness along my shoulder, that healing power was only growing.

			Tarvelle and Collin broke from the crowd to the west and walked ­toward us. A murmur of whispers sounded from the groves above and from the large crowd that now surrounded us in all directions. The two of them looked at me like hungry predators circling their prey.

			I wanted nothing more than to show them who the real predator among us was, but I’d given Killian my word. ­Unless they pounced, I would not attack them. I glanced at Killian, and he gave me a sympathetic nod before stepping in front of me.

			“Is this so urgent that it could not wait ­until our meeting on the morrow?” Killian asked in a calm tone but his hands had turned to hard fists beside him.

			Tarvelle glared at me as he spoke, his loud voice ringing with anger. “She lit that match on purpose to set the Unnamed Ones ­after all of us!”

			The crowd gave one united gasp. I saw some parents gripping their ­children as they stared at me with wide, horrified eyes.

			Killian grit his teeth. “What reason would Keera have to do such a ­thing?”

			“She’s the Blade,” Collin scoffed, crossing his arms. “What­ever vows ­she’d made cannot be trusted. How do you know she ­doesn’t serve Aemon still?”

			

			My vision blurred with rage. “I ­didn’t know about ­those beasts! If I had, I never would have lit that match.”

			“And we are meant to trust the words of a Halfling who earns her keep killing her own kin?” Tarvelle seethed. I flinched and saw his eyes glitter in the night. He knew he had hit his mark.

			I wanted nothing more than to grab the dagger that hung from Killian’s ­belt and show Collin what the Blade could do with a ­little purpose, but I ­couldn’t. Killian was right. The entirety of the Elverin was watching. I would not win them over by playing into the terrifying reputation they knew of me.

			“I ­will not deny the lives I have taken,” I said, loudly enough for every­one to hear. Collin stepped back, as if he had not been expecting such an honest reply. “I have done unspeakable ­things serving Aemon and his stolen throne, enough that even ­here, in the Faeland, you know I do not send ­others to do my bidding. Not the Shades, nor ­those creatures lurking in the woods.”

			Tarvelle stepped ­toward me with his fangs barred. Syrra unsheathed her circular blade but I held up my hand to stop her. I would not cower at the disdain of an Elf who ­didn’t know me. I held Tarvelle’s hard gaze for a long moment before glancing over his shoulder at Collin. “Did you learn of the Unnamed Ones before or ­after you escaped the kingdom and found yourself a home among the Elverin?”

			Collin hissed with his hand on the hilt of his sword. “You have no right to ask me of my life in the kingdom, Blade.” He said the last word like a viper dripping venom.

			Killian crossed his arm over his body and rested both hands on the hilt of his dagger. “Answer the question.” It was more than a command; it was a threat.

			I raised my brow and turned back to Collin.

			“­After,” Collin mumbled. He bowed his head as his cheeks turned crimson. 

			

			Syrra raised her chin, amber flames reflecting in her dark eyes. “You issued your accusation loud enough for all to hear. You must answer the question so all can listen.”

			Collin gulped down his breath and nodded like a ­little boy being chastised by his ­mother. “I learned of the Unnamed Ones ­after I came to Myrelinth,” he said, barely loud enough to be heard by the front row of Elverin.

			Killian nodded once and addressed the crowd as he spoke. “I too did not know the creatures existed ­until I made the journey across the Burning Mountains searching for my ­people.” He glanced back down at Collin who could no longer meet the prince’s gaze. “Such knowledge is not known to ­those of the kingdom. It would be difficult for Keera to attack the Elverin with information she did not possess.”

			Collin gritted his teeth. “This is not her first time in the Faeland. Perhaps the Blade heard stories of the Unnamed when she came to kill the Shadow and his allies.”

			Another murmur passed through the crowd like a cold breeze. It pierced through my throat with such sharpness that I could gather no words to defend myself against his claims. Collin had lived with the Elverin for de­cades; he knew them better than I did, but more than that, he had their trust. He knew exactly where to strike for a swift and brutal victory.

			“She saved me,” a voice shouted from the back of the crowd. The Elverin split in two and Pirmiith walked into the clearing. His skin was as black as the night sky with streaks of red across his round cheeks from the flames. “In the chaos the other riders had not realized I was left ­behind. One of the Unnamed had almost bested me before the Blade made her choice to ­ride ­toward it, even though the odds favored both of us perishing in that wood.”

			Killian’s shoulders relaxed as he gave the faintest sigh. “­Were ­there any witnesses to this act?”

			

			Pirmiith shook his head. “None besides the Unnamed who ­were in pursuit of us. ­There was no one left to witness a per­for­mance. Her bravery was an act of truth, not an act of deception.”

			My chest swelled with relief as I gave Pirmiith a grateful smile. Killian glanced between Tarvelle and Collin. “Do you wish to refute the testimony of your fellow Elverin?”

			They looked at each other with fallen shoulders and hard jaws. Both shook their heads and stepped back from the tree and dis­appeared into the crowd. I ­couldn’t help but grin.

			Nikolai clapped his hands together. “Now that all that nonsense is out of the way, I think it’s time I take Keera to her room.”

			Killian lifted his hand like he was ­going to grab mine but changed his mind at the last moment. His neck flexed and he nodded goodbye before disappearing into one of the large branches without a word. Nikolai waved his hand over my shoulder and two young Half­lings, no older than fifteen, appeared with my bags hoisted onto their backs.

			Nikolai wrapped a lazy arm around my shoulders. “Keera, it’s a plea­sure to welcome you to our home.” He stretched out his other arm, pointing at the tall tree at the heart of the city. He gestured for me to take his hand, guiding me to one of the five branches shooting from the ground.

			Syrra took the first step, followed by the Halflings carry­ing my bags. They walked easily along the rough bark of the branch; like a spiral staircase up a tower, we climbed the tree ­until the balls of flame that had reached my shoulders below looked like pebbles on a black sand beach.

			At the top of the tree the air was thin but fresh. Tiny balls of faelight lined the vari­ous bridges, one for each of the inner groves that circled the ­middle tree. I realized all of the trees ­were connected; some bridges ­were wide and sturdy, made for frequent travel, while ­others ­were like back alleys, hidden and used only by local dwellers. I wanted to run along the branches and vines, discover ­every pathway and ­every shortcut ­until I knew the tree city as well as any in the kingdom.

			Syrra took a small bridge to the groves closest to the lake. I took a step on the same bridge to follow, but Nikolai grabbed my arm. “Syrra prefers to sleep in an empty nest.”

			I glanced over my shoulder and watched the trail of Syrra’s thick waves cross another bridge, bringing her closer to the lake and into a grove of trees left empty by Elf or faelight. It felt wrong to have her sleep alone ­after weeks protecting each other at every campfire, but the Crown posed no danger to us in the Faeland.

			I turned back to Nikolai. “Where do you stay?”

			His eyes flicked downward. “I prefer to spend my nights belowground. Fewer ­people around to disturb my activities.” He raised a brow and a grin quivered along his lip, like it was all he could do to keep himself from winking.

			I followed him around a small bend and onto a thin bridge too wide for both feet. “I’ll want to sleep far away from you, then.”

			Nikolai crossed the bridge without a moment’s hesitation, his straight torso perfectly still as his long legs glided across the thin branch, feet turned out like a dancer.

			“You have no idea, darling.” Nikolai’s voice was coated in mischief as he watched me slowly maneuver across the bridge. The branch was thin but sturdy. My core flexed, keeping me upright as I made thirty-­four cautious steps across.

			Nikolai brought me to the smallest grove of trees. Some burls ­were lit by faelight, but most ­were dark and vacant. The two Half­lings carry­ing my bags ­were ahead of us, climbing a thin, twisting branch to the very top of one tree. I followed Nikolai slowly, overcome by just how high we had climbed. The tree seemed to sway beneath me yet I could not feel a breeze, just a whisper of cold mountain air rolling down the peaks that stood to the east.

			We ­stopped at the topmost burl. It curved away from the trunk on one side. A split in the bark served as a doorway to the hollow cavern. The Halflings left my bags on the large bed across the room. ­There was a hole along the side of the bed that acted as a win­dow to the marvelous view of the gold-­capped mountains covered in Elder birch trees. From this height, the tiny orbs of faelight gave way to the stars so it looked like the room was wrapped in the night sky itself.

			“It’s impressive, I know.” Nikolai tugged me through the door and twirled at the center of the open room. Luxurious fabrics and pillows covered furniture that seemed to grow from the tree itself. A long couch lined one wall, accompanied by small stumps with pillows for the stools and bejeweled trays for the ­tables.

			“That”—­Nikolai pointed to one of two convex curves along the south side of the room—­“is your closet. I had it filled with some of the best designers in the Faelinth and this fabulous Mortal shop in Cereliath that I adore. I grabbed your mea­sure­ments from the tailor you charmed in Aralinth.”

			I raised a brow. I doubted I had charmed her at all, but the heavy sack of gold I’d given her would have been enough to convince most to do work for the Blade. “­You’re a fan of Wilden?” I asked. ­There could only be one shop in Cereliath lavish enough to catch Nikolai’s attention.

			Nikolai’s jaw dropped and he tilted his head ­toward his shoulder. “You know of him? By how dirty you let your clothes get I would have thought artists like Wilden ­were beneath your notice.”

			I laughed. “Did you think I made my Harvest gown myself?”

			Nikolai sighed and looked longingly at the closet. “You’ll find more than one gown in ­there to rival that masterpiece.”

			

			I cocked my jaw to the side. I doubted ­there would be much time for pretty outfits in the days to come.

			“­Don’t worry,” Nikolai mumbled as he rolled his eyes. “­There’s room for your fighting clothes too.”

			I gave his arm a gentle squeeze and glanced at the other curve. “Please tell me that’s not a second closet.”

			“Unfortunately, no. Space in the trees is ­limited.”

			I turned my head around the gigantic room that was at least three times as large as my chambers in the capital, but Nikolai ­didn’t seem to notice.

			“That is your bathroom. And since you like my hair oils so much, I made sure to stock it with some of my favorites.”

			I flashed him a wicked grin. I knew he had noticed I’d used them the night of the ball in Cereliath. Nikolai was as observant as Syrra when it suited him. I untied my ­belt and let my weapons fall to the floor. Nikolai watched in horror as I leaped onto the beautiful olive-­colored mattress.

			“Keera, dear, that’s Elvish spun silk. It’s over a thousand years old.” He rubbed his brow and looked away.

			I hastily unlaced my boots and kicked them to the floor. “I’m exhausted, Nik. That’s the best I can do.”

			Nikolai shook his head but ­didn’t argue.

			I could see the other trees in the grove through the doorway without a door. I pulled myself up onto my elbows and jutted at them with my chin. “Do I know the neighbors?” My stomach dropped at the idea of having to live beside someone who hated me.

			Nikolai shrugged. “Not at the moment. The rooms on the shorter tree are mine, but I rarely use them. Though my guests ­will stay ­there from time to time when they ­aren’t sharing a bed with me.”

			“How gallant of you.” My usual sarcasm had melted away into a laugh. It had become a pattern between me and Nik.

			

			“That one ­there”—he pointed to the tree to the right—­“is Syrra’s but you’ll find she never stays ­there. She avoids this grove entirely if she can.” I cocked my head, waiting for Nikolai to explain, but he didn’t.

			I pointed to the tree directly across from mine to change the subject. “Who lives ­there?”

			Nikolai suddenly could not meet my eyes. He shuffled his pristine boots along the floor and pulled at his hair.

			I leaned back onto the bed, my body feeling heavy with understanding. The empty burl with its dark win­dows was Riven’s.

			A rush of words tumbled out of Nikolai’s mouth, almost too fast to hear them. “I can find somewhere ­else if that makes you uncomfortable. Riven ­won’t be arriving to­night so we can move every­thing in the morning if you like, but it just felt right having you ­here with the rest of the ­family.”

			That final word rammed into my chest with enough force to push the air from my lungs. My cheeks flushed and I kept myself from blinking so Nikolai ­wouldn’t see the tears pooling at the corners of my eyes.

			­Family.

			The word felt foreign—­like it belonged to a language I ­didn’t speak. I knew logically that somewhere in my past I had parents who made me, if not raised me, but their ­faces ­were nothing more than figments of my imagination. Nikolai was real. His flirtatious humor and loyal nature ­were more than I ­could’ve dreamed of, especially in the dark pit of loneliness he had found me in.

			I blinked. One tear on the far side of my face fell onto the silk. The realization shook me to my core. I ­hadn’t felt lonely in weeks. Even in that room where Killian had revealed the truth, Syrra’s and Nikolai’s presence had given me a comfort I ­couldn’t recognize ­until now. I was angry at them for keeping it from me, and I would be for a while, but I also knew that the anger would fade. It ­wouldn’t swirl around us forever, separating me from them. I was angry, but I ­wasn’t alone.

			If that was what it felt like to have a ­family, then I would welcome them just as Nikolai had welcomed me.

			“Thank you, Nik.” My voice was a hoarse whisper.

			Nikolai perched on the bed next to me, toying with the end of my braid. “It was the least I could do.”

			“Killian does not stay in the grove?” I asked, hoping I sounded casual.

			Nikolai stilled with his mouth hanging open. He looked down at the ground before shaking his head. “No, Killian prefers to stay in the lower city. It’s closer to the library.”

			“I see.” His love of books and history was not part of the facade then. My stomach churned with uncertainty. Every­thing I knew about the prince had been an illusion, a perfectly executed act. From where I stood, every­thing I knew about Killian was a lie.

			“Do you trust him?” I turned to Nikolai, who was still frozen in his spot.

			He nodded immediately. “With my life and our ­people.”

			I leaned back. I’d only seen that level of loyalty from Nikolai when it came to Syrra and Riven. But Killian was his ­family too; just ­because I ­hadn’t known that ­didn’t make it less true.

			“Why do you trust him?” I pushed. “Why should I trust him?”

			Nikolai gave me a heavy look. “You ­shouldn’t.”

			I could not hide my shock at that answer.

			Nikolai chuckled. “I’m not trying to dissuade you, but when we first found Killian stumbling around the border, we ­didn’t trust him ­either. It took time for our suspicions to fade. He had to earn our trust, and he did. But it would be unfair to you if I said anything that would keep him from earning yours.”

			“Do you think he ­will?”

			

			Nikolai broke into a comfortable smile. “Yes. As long as you give him the chance to do so.” I watched his throat tense and he looked away from me again. I waited, looking up at his strong jaw and round cheeks, knowing he had something more to say.

			He took a deep breath. “I ­don’t like lying to ­those I care about.” The truth of his words pierced me with his gaze. His lips pinched to one side, revealing a deep dimple in his cheek.

			“I ­don’t like it ­either, but I’ve done it.” I stared at the grain of the ceiling. I could see small ­bubbles of liquid moving through the wood like blood through veins. I turned my head ­toward Nikolai, taking a deep breath of my own. “I am angry that I ­didn’t know . . . but I understand why you ­couldn’t tell me about your alliance with Killian. In Aralinth and ­after.”

			Nikolai’s shoulders released with my words. He gave my braid a gentle tug. “Even so, it felt wrong.”

			I lifted my chin to meet his eyes. “­We’re headed to war, Nik. I reckon our days of ­doing ­things that feel wrong are only just beginning.” The truth of the words settled into my bones with a familiar coolness. My entire life had been choosing between options that felt wrong and cruel. Balancing my ser­vice to Aemon without raising suspicion, while undercutting his control and torture of my kin. ­Those choices still haunted my dreams, marked me in so many ways apart from my scars. I wondered how this war would mark me still.

			I sat up, feeling like my words ­were too impor­tant to say lying on a bed. “No ­matter the choices ­you’re forced to make, Nik, I believe you ­will do the best for the Halflings—­for the Elverin—­and for that, you have my trust. I ­won’t hold your decisions against you, if you ­don’t hold mine against me.”

			Nikolai froze. His brow was creased and his lips hung in a serious line across his face. They twitched twice like he was deciding on what to say but ­couldn’t find the words. I held my breath ­until he did. “I would never do that, Keera.” I noticed the melancholic edge to his words but ­didn’t press him. War was a heavy burden for anyone to carry.

			My gaze found its way back to the dwelling across the grove. My heartbeat quickened for a moment seeing a glow emanating from the doorway, but the stray faelight floated past the burl and into the tangled branches below. My chest dropped and somehow I felt as empty as that room.

			“­Will you extend him the same understanding?” Nikolai’s words ­were barely audible. He leaned back slightly, preparing for an outburst of rage.

			I shook my head. “I understand why you ­didn’t tell me. I ­don’t know if I can say the same for Riven.” My stomach churned. My skin yearned for Riven’s touch, to have his scent wrapped around me, but it also flushed with rage. As an ally, I understood Riven’s reservations with the truth. Even as a friend. But we had been more than that. I ­didn’t know if I could separate the secrets I’d told him from the ones he’d kept from me.

			Nikolai was quiet for a long time. He tugged on the stretched strand of hair as he stared at Riven’s empty room too. “I ­don’t know if he made the right choice.” Nikolai scoffed. “I ­don’t think he knows ­either . . . But I know Riven cares about you, Keera. He was wrecked at the thought of losing you in Silstra. He made his choice thinking it was the best one. For him and for you.”

			It was my turn to scoff. “Yet ­you’re the one ­here to defend that choice. Not him.”

			Nikolai’s face turned hard like a waterfall frozen mid-­stream. “That I have no answer for.” His words ­were ice, but he ­didn’t elaborate. He stood from the bed and walked to the doorway. “Do you want the lights out so you can sleep?”

			

			I nodded, suddenly aware of the fatigue tugging at my eyelids.

			Nikolai said good night and walked out the door. He pulled something over the doorway, a thick piece of bark I ­hadn’t noticed before. The faelights hovering in the room swirled together into one shuffling ball before floating out the win­dow, leaving me to rest in the darkness.
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