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			My body is made of scars, 

			some were done to me, 

			but most I did to myself.
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			The Halfling Decree

			 

			Henceforth the King shall only recognize two species as citizens of the Crown: 

			 

			Mortals 

			&

			Dark Fae

			(as long as they reside in the Treaty of the Faeland) 

			 

			From this day forward, all those of impure blood are considered wards of the Crown. All Halflings, those of Mortal and Elvish lineage, carry the same abomination as their impure ancestors. King Aemon has tirelessly fought to banish any surviving Elves from his Kingdom. Now that his mission is complete, he holds himself responsible for their unnatural offspring. 

			 

			The citizenship of all Halflings is revoked, and they are now considered property of the Crown. All Halflings living in the Kingdom of Elverath must turn themselves in. 

			 

			Refusal to submit to this order will result in death. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 
One

			I had seventeen blades concealed along my person, each one more than capable of killing the man in front of me. The slivers of steel tucked into my leathers would land a deadly strike before he even saw my arm move. The twin blades I had crossed against my back would be slower, but he was Mortal. Human. He couldn’t outrun me. 

			Any of my weapons would do, though I knew his life would end at the edge of the bloodred dagger holstered at my thigh. I only had to wrap my fingers around the bone hilt and levy the blow.

			But I couldn’t kill him until I had what I needed. 

			“Please,” he whispered through swollen lips. A pleading look met my gaze, framed by the black eye I had given him the hour before. “I’ve told you everything I know!” 

			

			“You’ve been more obliging than most of the people I interrogate,” I said truthfully. Many of my targets waited until I spilled half their blood before they would spill their secrets. This man had caved after the third strike. He barely squirmed when I restrained him to the chair. 

			“I would do anything for the king! Anything! Just let me go. Please.” His last word came out as a pathetic whimper. I should have known this one was a crier. 

			“The king only requires one more thing of you before he extends his mercy,” I replied. My right hand rested on the white hilt of my dagger. 

			“Anything.” His voice cracked. Hot lines of tears poured down his cheeks as he rocked back and forth. 

			“A name.” I took a step toward him. He flinched. His wide brown eyes darted from my face to my hand and back again. 

			“I already told you. He called himself the Shadow. He hid behind the hood of his cloak. That’s all I know!” He leaned forward, fighting the ropes tied around his torso. Thick veins strained against his neck, pulsing almost as quickly as his breath. He knew what happened when the Blade was finished asking her questions. 

			“Not that name,” I whispered. I didn’t need any more information for the king. This name was just for me. 

			“What name? I’ll give you any name you want,” he said. Sweat pooled along the sparse hairs of his lip. 

			I needed to end this. I was being cruel. 

			“Your name,” I answered. 

			He still stared at me, but his eyes lost focus as he slumped against the back of the chair. He swallowed. “Why?” 

			I hated these moments most. When a person’s resolve melted away and they accepted their fate. Accepted that I would kill them. Surprise deaths were so much easier. 

			

			I lifted a gentle hand to his chin and pulled his gaze back to mine. My brown braid fell forward and tickled his cheek.

			“How about a name for a name? You give me yours and I’ll give you mine.” It was all I could offer him. A sense of control in his final moment. 

			His brows raised as he blinked back at me. He gave me a single, slow nod. 

			“Mathias,” he whispered. “My name is Mathias.” His eyes traced my face waiting for mine. A flicker of curiosity replaced his dread. 

			“Mathias . . .” I said, unsheathing my dagger in one quick motion.

			“My name is Keera.” His throat was cut before the last word was said.

			[image: ]

			The Shadow. I didn’t know when his name started being whispered across Elverath, but it was clear that he was building a reputation. And not just with the fish merchants of Mortal’s Landing. I heard his moniker in hushed tones all over the kingdom. Everywhere I went, hunting enemies of the Crown, his name would crop up in overheard conversations in taverns or back alleys. Always with a fearful reverence that made me uneasy. It had been a long time since anyone had dared to move against the king—if that’s even what this Shadow was doing.

			I pulled out the cork of a wine bottle from the night before. I used my teeth, spitting it onto the floor of the coach that was pulling me into Koratha, the capital of Elverath. I gulped the bitter nectar as the coachman drove me toward the outer wall of the circular city. A soft muslin covered the windows, but I could still see the blurred bodies hanging from the stone wall. Mortals who had committed murder or treason. Halflings who had the gall to ignore an order. Anyone who had broken one of the decrees. Their bodies were strung up to rot. It was the king’s preferred form of communication. A message to all those who wondered if they could defy his rule. 

			No Mortal was above the Crown, and Halflings were expendable. 

			I knew this all too well. It was my job to track down criminals and enemies of the Crown. Some of them were Mortal; most of them were Halflings trying to evade the king’s service by hiding their Elvish blood. The ones who looked human enough could live for years without being found, but eventually their ruse was discovered. A nosy neighbor would become suspicious. Someone would notice their pinched ears or faster reflexes. Or worse yet, they would cut themselves and expose the amber color of their blood. It was the sign of abomination. Of being part Mortal, part Elf. 

			I trailed a finger along the edge of my dagger, knowing the same blood flowed in my veins. All Halflings were owned by the king, forced into his service. I served him best through death. 

			I hated being in the capital, but I couldn’t put it off any longer. I had to have yet another audience with the king in which I told him his enemy had been punished but named this elusive Shadow. The fisherman I killed was the third person in as many months who had traded secrets with the masked menace. None of them had a name. None of them had seen his face. Part of me wanted to believe the Shadow was nothing but myth, but even I had crossed his path once. The Shadow was real, masquerading in a black cloak, concealing his identity from those who would kill him. 

			People like me. 

			The Shadow kept me from sleeping. I didn’t even enjoy my wine at night because I couldn’t stop puzzling over the man under the hood. As the king’s Blade, I was the most skilled marksman and spy in the game. It should be my name, my cloak casting fear into the eyes of peasants and petty lords, but now they whispered of this anonymous figure. 

			Even the king was starting to notice the chatter. Lords and servants whispered about the Shadow all over the palace. Courtesans and maids debated who hid beneath that hood. Guards argued about the Shadow’s motives. Everyone wondered whether the man draped in shadow was even Mortal at all. Maybe the Shadow was more treacherous than he seemed. Maybe he was a long-lost Elf seeking revenge on the king for killing off his kind. Maybe the Dark Fae in the west had finally decided to use their magic against the Crown. Or maybe he was a Halfling, forced to keep his face a secret or suffer the consequences of defying the decrees. 

			The truth was that no one knew the answer. Not even the army of spies the king kept well-trained and well-funded. As I was the head of that army, the king would notice I had once again returned empty-handed. My shoulders twitched. I preferred working outside of his view as much as possible. Having the eyes of the Crown on your head was dangerous. I should know as the person the Crown sends to retrieve those heads. 

			The coach drove through the city, reaching the innermost wall that protected the palace. It was a magnificent creation of white stone, built as if the rocks themselves had grown into three towers, carving out the chambers for those who inhabited it. 

			Fae. They had been the makers of this house millennia before. It had been the homestead of the Light Fae, a magical race that had long ago gone extinct. Each of the three towers was topped by stained-glass chambers with ceilings that were more than three stories high. The glass was wrapped by vines that grew thick in the light of the two suns. When the suns shone through the tops of the towers, hues of gold, violet, and silver would cascade onto the walls of the outer rims. 

			

			Half my wine bottle was gone by the time we reached the palace gates. I sighed when I heard their slow creaking as the guards pushed the iron doors forward. I wouldn’t have time to finish my drink before I was expected in the throne room. Probably for the best—my head already throbbed from the night before. 

			A guard opened the door to the carriage, and I pulled my hood forward, shielding my face. He knew better than to offer his hand to assist my dismount. I may be the king’s Blade, but I was certainly no lady. In Elverath, I wasn’t even considered a woman. Those who bothered to address my kind called me the same as they did all women with Elvish blood—female. 

			Halflings had dirty blood, part-Mortal and part-animal in the eyes of the king. Calling us by our sexes was just another way he solidified the distinction between our kinds. Our enslavement was for the good of all; Halflings weren’t even human. The guard stepped back from the door. No Mortal man would deign to touch a Half­ling. Plus touching me was dangerous when I had been trained in over thirty ways to torture a man with my bare hands until he screamed for death. 

			He stepped back again as if sensing my thoughts. I smirked before jumping out of the carriage and landing on the dirt. The lacings of my leather boots were covered in mud from days spent on horseback, and my clothes were just as disheveled. I thought about retiring to my chambers to change, but one of the royal spies was waiting at the inner gate, obviously there to collect me. 

			She was a Shade, one of the elite forces of Halfling females the king trained to do his bidding. Who she was, I wasn’t sure and didn’t much care. Anyone could be hidden beneath that hood. She could’ve been someone I trained with at the Order or a recent graduate. Either way, I knew she wasn’t a friend. I didn’t have any. And if I did, I certainly wouldn’t pick a Shade. 

			

			“The king is awaiting your presence,” a cool voice said from beneath the hood when I slowed. I’d had more of the wine than I thought. My body still felt like it was being jostled around in the carriage. 

			“Are we not walking there now?” I bit back. I wasn’t eager to meet with the king. He would inevitably rattle on about declining trade while my knee burned against the marble floor. I should have had more wine. 

			The Shade didn’t respond but shifted her shoulders. I wondered if she was rolling her eyes at me. Again, I couldn’t tell. The top of her hood was cut longer and contained a flexible rod to keep a shadow cast over her features. It was the same hood I wore and was specifically designed to keep our identities a secret. Same for the black tunic and trousers we both wore. When I trained at the Order, I was told the uniform was to protect us, make individual Shades more difficult to track. I thought it was a reminder that our identities didn’t matter, only our service to the king. We were expendable, just like any other Halfling. Maybe even more so. 

			The only thing that distinguished the two of us was my added height and my cloak. Shades were only permitted a hood; a cloak had to be earned. 

			She drummed her fingers along her crossed arms. Her leg shook. 

			I sighed and I picked up my pace. Better to get the audience over with so I could retire for the night. 

			Two guards stood outside the throne room. They looked miniature next to the grand doors that reached for the pitched roof three stories above our heads. Though the white grain had yellowed over the centuries, the branches and leaves carved into the wood held large panes of painted glass. Another relic left by the Light Fae that had once roamed these halls. 

			“There she is!” My mouth dried at the king’s deep voice booming off the pillars that lined the throne room. I took a stiff step onto the dais. I could feel his gaze boring into my hood, but I kept my eyes focused on the ornate foot of his gilded throne. I kneeled in front of him and did not rise. My stomach fluttered, though not from my wine. 

			“Pray tell, what news of Mortal’s Landing?” he said. There was a cheery edge to his voice that made my pulse race. The king swiped a goblet from the tray beside him and raised it toward me. The rich scent of Elven wine filled the air. My head throbbed and the dryness scratched at my throat. Whatever I had drank the night before was horse piss compared to the king’s collection of fine wines. 

			“Your assumption was correct, Your Majesty,” I said. I was still kneeling on the cool floor, but I raised my head to look at him and pulled back my hood. His blond hair glinted in the light from the towering windows. The sunlight emphasized the two patches of silver above his ears. They were the only sign of aging that the king let show. 

			“The fish merchant the Shades discovered was indeed trading with criminals, one of which was the Shadow,” I continued, shifting my weight onto my toes instead of my knee. “He was quite accommodating in the end. Gave me the names of everyone he was involved with. I will be sure to pass them on to the Arsenal for the Shades to take care of.” 

			“From what I hear, the Arsenal hasn’t heard from you in months.” The king raised a thick brow. 

			I bowed my head. The gulp of air I swallowed felt thick. 

			“You selected the very best of the Shades to prevail over the rest. I trust the other mistresses have managed well in my absence.” I dipped my head, hoping that would be enough to appease the king. As the Blade, I was the head of the Arsenal, and by extension, the Shades. But I found the day-to-day of it taxing. Why would I want to manage the hundreds of spies that were stationed across the continent? Or the training grounds across the channel, forging initiates into weapons for the Crown? The other members of the Arsenal were much better at it. Just like I was better at drinking and assassinations. It was more than a fair trade. 

			The king scoffed and peered down at me from the rim of his cup. Thick lashes framed green eyes that refused to blink. My breath stopped. I searched his face for a sign of what was about to come. A slight smirk or pursed lips. Fingers clenched against the goblet. But there were none. The king had mastered hiding beneath a mask long before I became his Blade. 

			“Rise,” the king said through a gulp of his drink. I let out my breath and my shoulders dropped toward the floor. I stood in one swift motion, stepping back off the dais without a word. No one was allowed to stand taller than the king. 

			“Did you manage to get his name then? This Shadow figure I keep hearing about?” He placed his goblet back on the tray. His cheeks were flushed from the wine, but his face had lost that cheery glow from when I entered. My heart beat harder against my chest. The king was known for his sudden shifts in mood. And King Aemon the Corrupted was at his most dangerous when irritated. 

			“No, Your Majesty, I did not.” My eyes wandered toward the gray lines etched into the tiles. It wasn’t often that I returned to court with bad news. I had not been promoted to Blade by working in half measures. 

			“You mean you let him get away again?” It was not the king who asked this. The voice belonged to Crown Prince Damien, who sauntered in from the back doors leading to the royal chambers. His smirk was cocked to one side as he leaned against the wall. I glanced at him, noticing that he had cut his hair so that the blond curls he usually tied back had transformed to soft waves cut above the ear. A new haircut on the prince would send the young ladies at court into a frenzy for weeks. Damien knowingly raked a hand through it and raised his brow at me. 

			I bit my lips to keep from scowling. 

			“I never saw him, Your Highness,” I replied, struggling to keep my voice even. 

			“Exactly. What use is a Blade if she has no one to cut?” His jade eyes shifted to my back.

			I pulled my shoulders backward and met his gaze straight on. “My assignment was to apprehend and question the fish merchant, sire. A task I completed in half the time the king requested.” 

			“About the Shadow . . .” Damien countered. “It was easily presumed that we want him dead. I think you’re just too scared after losing against him in Volcar. Perhaps you have finally met your match?” He sauntered across the room and stood beside his father.

			I clenched my jaw. I had been attacked by the Shadow during a scouting mission in the western city of Volcar. I had not expected it, which in itself was a kind of defeat, but he had not bested me. We fought for minutes before he abandoned the fight by jumping off a rooftop and onto a moving cart below. He escaped, which meant it was a draw at best. Though I did not draw with anyone. 

			“When we meet again, it will be the end of him,” I said. 

			“Then let’s make the assignment official. You are not to return to Koratha without this Shadow’s head in a bag.” Damien smiled wickedly at the command. My stomach lurched. 

			“If the Crown commands it,” I answered. Even though I was repulsed by the thought of doing anything that pleased the prince, I wanted the Shadow. I wanted to beat him and make sure he realized it just before I stuck my blade through his belly. Any more failures and the king would take my head. 

			“The Crown does not command it,” the king cut in, slamming his goblet on the arm of the throne. Droplets of wine launched into the air and pattered onto the marble floor. 

			“Father, don’t be absurd—” 

			The king raised his hand and silenced his son. I smirked. 

			“This Shadow is a problem, but we have bigger problems, my Blade. Mistress Hildegard has informed me that she has reason to believe Lord Curringham is aligning himself with the Dark Fae.” The king’s cheeks were now completely red. His alliance with the Dark Fae was tenuous at best after several attempts at killing them off entirely. When the Blood Wars ended and their numbers had dwindled almost to the point of extinction, the Dark Fae had agreed to sign a treaty with the king. They wouldn’t interfere with the Crown or the newfound kingdom of Elverath and, in return, they got to live out the rest of their immortal lives in the Faeland. Now that their last female had died, the Dark Fae could no longer pass on their magic. Their race was doomed to live out their immortal lives with the few Elves who had not met King Aemon’s Blade. 

			“Both are our allies,” Damien scoffed. “Surely, this Shadow is of more importance.” 

			“They are my allies, but the only reason the Dark Fae have not rebelled against my kingdom is because they don’t have the numbers. I don’t plan on letting the bastards make deals with my own lords under my godsdamned nose!” the king huffed as he assessed his son. 

			“The Dark Fae would never move against you,” Damien said, waving his hand. “You’re their king.” 

			The king raised a hand to his temple and shook his head. “You’re a fool if you believe the Dark Fae have ever considered me their king.” A cool calm settled into the room. It reminded me of the moment before a raid. Just before the violence started. 

			

			“What use do they have with a crown?” Damien said with a shrug. “Their powers have faded. Their race is doomed.” He lifted a hand and studied his nail beds. His father scowled. 

			“You, my son, have already lived longer than any Mortal before me, but your decades are nothing compared to that of the Fae. I have lived centuries, but there are Fae still breathing who have lived near ten thousand years. As long as they live, they will always be a threat,” the king said, his eyes turned to slits as they trailed over the prince. 

			“You destroyed the Elves easily enough. Without the full use of their powers, the Fae are the same,” Damien insisted, though the color had drained from his face. He took a step away from his father’s gold chair. 

			“We only suspect the Fae powers have continued to fade. We have no one to confirm it while the treaty holds,” the king said, shaking his head. “And the Elves were defeated because they were an abomination. Non-magical children of the Fae were never meant to exist. They were unnatural. Vermin marked by the gods with their brown blood. Unnatural creatures are easy for the righteous to kill. The Fae will not be so easily wiped away,” the king said in a clipped voice. He toyed with the large gold ring resting on his middle finger. It was carved with the crest of a burning sword. The one he had used during the Blood Wars against the Elves, a cursed species that stole the lands of Fae and men. The king was rewarded by the gods for purifying the land with a year of life for every Elf he killed. Or at least that was the story he had the minstrels tell at court. 

			The king caught me staring at his ring. I straightened and turned toward the prince. 

			“Lord Curringham is not a threat. He’s the Lord of Flowers!” Damien chuckled, using the moniker he had given the lord as a cruel joke. The king’s jaw hung slack, and his chest raised higher. 

			I was not about to correct a member of the royal household, but Damien was wrong. Lord Curringham was perfectly positioned to be an ideal ally for the Fae. The king seemed to agree. 

			“Curringham might be an oaf,” the king said, “but he yields the largest harvest of any man in the kingdom.” 

			“He harvests corn and wheat,” Damien mumbled, slumping into the chair beside his father. 

			“Yes. The very things that keep this kingdom fed,” the king said, his knuckles turning white. “And now that the eastern orchards have failed, his are the only sources of winvra we have left.” He picked up his goblet and chucked it across the room. 

			“Father,” Damien said, sitting up straight. He finally noticed the irritation radiating from the king. His eyes danced between the throne and me. “Maybe we should have this conversation alone.” 

			The king scoffed. “I’m sure my Blade is already aware that my son is too much of a fool to realize the very kingdom he expects to inherit may be primed to fall.” I froze, feeling the cruel eyes of the prince boring into my flesh. I took a deep breath and stared directly in front of me. I could hear my heart pumping in my chest; Damien would make me pay for that comment later. 

			“The Dark Fae are too weak to attack the Crown,” Damien insisted. His voice had turned into a quiet squeak beside his father’s. 

			“The Dark Fae enact plans over centuries.” The king slammed his fist against the armrest of the throne. “Do not be tricked by their complacency, boy. It is a ruse just like any other. The Dark Fae may be few, but they are not without the benefit of time. They’ve been waiting for years—lifetimes—for the Crown to show a sign of weakness. It does not bode well that the Shades have heard whispers of such an alliance now.” The king grabbed the gold pendant on his chest and rubbed it between his fingers protectively. 

			“The Crown is as strong as ever!” Damien said, stretching his arms out beside him. He pulled them back when his father cast him a cold, disapproving look. I gripped my wrist behind my back and forced my jaw shut. The Crown was as rich as ever, but its people were hungry. With the right motivation, that unrest could spread like a fire across the entire kingdom. 

			“Do you think it’s a coincidence that the Dark Fae begin to move just as the winvra begins to fail? For all we know, they are leeching the magic from the soil themselves,” the king said, his fist shaking. Winvra was one of the few magical plants that still grew in Elverath. Most recognized it by its crimson vines and black leaves, but its true magic was held in its berries. Berries the color of night that could create all kinds of healing concoctions and bloodred fruit that could poison an entire table with a single drop of its juice. Winvra needed magic to grow, magic the Mortal realms across the sea did not have. But magic in Elverath had been fading for millennia and seemed to be fading even more quickly now. 

			The king leaned forward in his throne. His eyes were green slits staring at his son. “The entire kingdom would fall if Lord Curringham aligned himself with the Dark Fae. Explaining such politics to you at twenty was admissible, but you’re coming to your third century. Maybe you should spend less time hosting parties and more time at your studies. Take a page from your brother’s book,” the king added. Damien’s cheeks flushed and his lips pulled tightly against his teeth. Damien had little love for his brother Killian. It was why the younger prince was so rarely at home. 

			“Yes, Father,” Damien said through clenched teeth. 

			“Good. This Shadow is becoming a nuisance, but we must address the larger threat. Ensure Lord Curringham’s loyalty before another disaster strikes. Once the magic fades from his lands, we’ll have nothing left to harvest. The Lord of Flowers could very well turn you into a prince of paupers, boy,” the king finished. 

			Damien’s fingers gripped his thigh so hard I thought the fabric might rip. His father’s disappointment raised a shield of defiance in the prince that turned his eyes hard. The only thing he loathed more was being compared to his brother. 

			Damien bowed his head in penance. “Of course, Father.” 

			The king shook his head before turning toward me. “I expect you to leave quickly, my Blade.” I straightened and nodded. “I don’t want to give those Fae any more time to work their evil over Curringham,” the king said. “You leave on the morrow.” 

			“I will be gone by dawn,” I answered immediately. There was nothing for me in the capital apart from a hot bath and warm bed. 

			“Do you require the help of the Shades?” the king asked. 

			“No, Your Majesty. I prefer—” 

			“To work alone,” the king finished for me. “So be it . . . But work quickly. First the Shadow and now the Fae. If anything else begins slipping through the cracks, I may have to find another Blade.” 

			My breath stopped as an icy chill ran down my spine. 

			“And what of the lord?” I asked before making my exit. 

			“I would prefer if he remained alive. At least for now,” the king said. A glint of red light from the setting suns sparkled in his eyes. “Knowing his allegiance is cracking could prove useful. If you find any proof of treason, you may kill as many Dark Fae as you like.” 

			I nodded. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Two

			I pulled my hood back over my face as soon as I’d left the throne room. Only a few people in the palace had truly seen my face. A good assassin knew how useful anonymity could be. Though the title of king’s Blade was enough to strike fear in most and give pause to the stupidly fearless. 

			I marched in the direction of my chambers, hoping my bags had made it there by now. The scent of horse shit and stale ale clung to my clothes. I was in desperate need of a bath. 

			“Empty-handed again, Keera?” I would know that superior tone anywhere. There was only one person who made a point of using my name over my title. 

			“Lovely day, Gerarda,” I said, emphasizing her full name only because I knew she despised it. 

			A petite halfling stood behind me, twirling her favorite throwing blade between her fingers. Her hood was pulled back slightly on her head, enough that I could see her face. A smug smile grew on her lips. Sun had tanned the high points of her cheeks and flat nose, leaving a tawny hue to her skin. A mark of her Elvish lineage. 

			Gerarda Vallaqar was also a spy and assassin for the king. We had trained together at the Order before she passed her Trials and became a Shade. By the time I graduated, she had already been promoted to the king’s Dagger. It was the second highest position in the king’s Arsenal.

			The day I was promoted to the king’s Blade, only three years after leaving the Order, had been glorious fun. Gerarda, expecting the nomination for herself after the death of my predecessor, had loudly gasped when the king called me forward. Dressed in the plain black garb and hood of the rest of the Shades, I had accepted my cloak, fastened at the neck by a silver sword. The cloak a symbol of the king’s Arsenal, the fastener a symbol of my title within it. 

			Gerarda had left the throne room, her short black hair brushing against her shoulders as she raced away from the ceremony. If I hadn’t been so nervous, I would’ve laughed. Gerarda was often inconsolably angry for such a tiny creature. 

			“The king might have to reconsider the order of his Arsenal if his Blade keeps failing him.”  The sweetness of her voice covered the poison of her meaning. 

			“That is for the king to decide. I am at his disposal,” I said carefully. Trapping me to speak against the king would be the easiest way for the Dagger to become the Blade. 

			“Of course, this Shadow may dispose of you,” she chided. I ignored her and started walking again. I did not have the patience for her quips, at least not without hard liquor. 

			“He does seem obsessed with us, doesn’t he?” she called out after me. 

			I stopped. “What do you mean?” 

			

			“He struts around in a black cloak, keeps his face concealed underneath a hood. Maybe he didn’t pick his name, but from what I’ve heard he certainly encourages it. The Shadow. The Shades. He’s making a mockery of the Order.” Her eyes widened, the thick line of ink along her lashes created the illusion of a crease. Gerarda always tried to blend in with the Mortals at court. 

			A cold wave of understanding crashed against my skin. In all the months of chasing down pieces of information on the Shadow, I had never taken a moment to think about what he was trying to say. 

			“He’s not making a mockery of the Order,” I realized aloud. “He’s making a mockery of the Crown.” 

			Gerarda studied me with crossed brows. My neck tensed as her gaze trailed down my body and back to my face. “Careful, Keera,” she warned coolly. “Your drinking may be clouding your judgment more than you realize.” 

			“My drinking is not an issue.” I rubbed my temple, rolling my eyes under the cover of my hand. 

			“Maybe. Maybe not.” Her voice was gentle. My brows stitched together. Gerarda was anything but gentle. “But the initiate I trained with would’ve never been shocked by what I said. She would’ve been the first to figure it out.” She walked down the hall leaving me wanting nothing more than a drink. 
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			I moved swiftly across the castle, taking the servant passageways between the royal wing on the west side and the Arsenal quarters on the east to avoid unpleasant encounters. The few servants I crossed paths with simply avoided my gaze and moved out of the way. They knew better than to address a member of the king’s Arsenal, and those who didn’t often found themselves without a tongue. 

			

			My chambers were on the side of the castle closest to the sea that bordered Koratha. From my balcony one could just make out the edges of an identical castle in miniature perched on an island off the coast. The Order. I had spent my childhood staring out of its windows, wondering what my life would be like as a Shade in Elverath. Now, whenever I found myself at the palace, I was forced to stare back at my past. No wonder I needed to drink. 

			I had just climbed the three flights of stairs when he appeared at my side, pretending to cough as if I didn’t know he was there. Prince Damien had somehow crossed the castle quicker than I had.

			Two women were standing at his side, ogling him, and giggling behind their silk fans. I didn’t recognize either of them, but that wasn’t unusual. Damien had a reputation for interchanging his women regularly. One had tightly coiled hair that floated above her ears. To anyone else, she appeared Mortal, perhaps a newcomer from the northern Mortal realms, but with my heightened senses I noticed the slightest pinch at the crest of her ear. She was part Elvish. 

			I looked away from her ear and met her gaze behind the fan. Her eyes were wide and the hand fanning her face quivered slightly. I could hear her heartbeat race. For her to be walking and laughing as she did meant that the prince did not know her secret. I would not be the one to let him know she was a Halfling. 

			“Did I forget something earlier, Your Highness?” I asked, hoping he didn’t notice the brief exchange between me and his escort. 

			His mouth lifted at one side before he signaled for the women to leave us. I watched them walk down the hall, both looking back at the prince. I couldn’t help but notice their dresses, which were identical apart from color. They had appeared typical from the front. Full skirts and sleeves, leaving an acceptable amount of bust for a lady at court, but their backs were bare, completely open from the curve of their shoulders to the base of their backs. It was beautiful but I also knew it was intentional. 

			“Lovely new fashion, isn’t it?” Damien said, raising a thick brow at me. “I expect all the women will be wearing them this season.”

			“Then they will look even more beautiful than usual, sire,” I answered coolly, unsure of where this conversation was going. He wouldn’t forget what I witnessed in the throne room. Damien had all the king’s ruthlessness and none of his tact. 

			Damien lifted his arm and lightly traced a finger from my shoulders down my back. His touch was a knife of pure ice, slicing my skin once again. “I would love to see you in one.” His breath burned my ear. 

			I inched out of his grasp. “It would be inappropriate for the Blade to wear a dress, Your Highness. I am not expected to participate in the festivities of court.” 

			“No, but I could have you wear one for me in private.” His smirk had transformed into an evil grin. I felt my face flush at the suggestion, wondering if this was when he would cross that final line. He had spent decades threatening me with it. 

			I didn’t move but I met his gaze head-on. There was no warmth in his eyes. The black rim around them seemed to thicken with his grin. He liked playing his wicked, little games.

			“Perhaps when you return from Cereliath I’ll have one waiting for you,” he whispered, so close to my ear I could feel the brush of his lips. It sent a cold shiver down my spine. I reached for my dagger on instinct, but the prince had already turned toward his ladies. 

			I strode toward my chambers with my fingers still wrapped around the hilt of my dagger. I was usually able to ignore Damien’s taunts, but lately it had become more difficult. Thankfully, the prince spent most of his time gallivanting across the kingdom from one lord or lady to another. A ceaseless trail of parties and women. He only came after me when he was home and bored. 

			

			My chambers looked the same as ever. A large four-poster bed sat in the middle of the bedroom bookended by two windows that faced the gardens below. The other wall was made entirely of glass, a window to the rolling waves along the beach. It magnified the view, so the water seemed to roll into the room. Koratha Palace was the only building in the kingdom with such features, thanks to the Light Fae who’d built it when their people ruled these lands. Some said the glass was imbued with magic; others believed it was a technology the Fae had developed. If that was true, the technology had been lost with their extinction however many centuries before. 

			The king had no interest in funding innovation. Instead, he ruled from the throne he built himself and forced those in his kingdom to farm and mine what was left of the magic. He traded with all the Mortal realms. The continents the humans had come from had no magic of their own, and they paid handsomely for just a taste of what Elverath had left. 

			The Light Fae had left a world of beauty behind, but that would not be the case for the king. If he ever died, if he were ever killed, his legacy would be one of death and destruction. Not that it mattered—the king believed he would live forever. At least, he said as much when in front of an audience. He claimed immortality like that of the Fae, but they needn’t dye their hair to hide the gray. 

			My bags were already sitting at the foot of my bed and my weapons were splayed across the dresser waiting to be polished. Gwyn must have been called away. She was the only chambermaid I allowed in my rooms, let alone to touch my blades. I unsheathed the dagger from my thigh and unbuckled the holster. I placed the dagger gently beside the other weapons. The deep crimson of the blade stood out against the silver of all the others. 

			I undressed, lazily throwing my clothes onto the bench at the end of my bed, and walked into the bath. I turned the gold faucet to fill the large oval basin and sprinkled some essence of birch into the water. The room filled with the thick scent of wood and damp earth, the only thing that ever made me feel at home. 

			I caught a glimpse of myself in the looking glass that hung above the vanity. My dark brown hair was spilling from the braid I kept it in. My face was flecked with mud, the dark hue almost looked like freckles against my light brown skin. My eyes were still a striking silver—the color of blades and death—but all I noticed was the redness around them. Maybe Gerarda had been right. My endless nights of drinking were finally starting to show. 

			I hadn’t always been a drinker. When I first graduated from the Order, I took my duty and my oath seriously. I roamed through cities and villages searching for secrets in whispered conversations. I traipsed across the kingdom on horseback, on foot, by sail. Whatever was needed to get the job done. All without touching a drop of ale or wine. 

			Eventually it got harder, the killing and the scheming. The broken promises. 

			Most Shades were dead in ten years, killed by some enemy of the Crown. The ones who survived would last twenty more if they were lucky, before their Mortal blood made them slow and weak. 

			But I wasn’t like my sisters in the Order. For whatever reason, my Elvish blood ran stronger than theirs. My ears were long and pointed, unlike most Halflings who had something between Mortal and Elf. I stood tall among the Mortals at court, even among the Halflings. As a child, I wished I could say that I got my eyes from my father or my hair from my mother, but I was a foundling. No parents and no memories of what kind of life I had lived before.

			I had long ago accepted that I would never know my true lineage. The only reason I had been taken into the Order at all, the only proof I had of my Mortal lineage, was my blood. Its amber color was the sign of Halflings. The mixed breeds of Elves and men. 

			

			All those of Elvish blood were an abomination in the eyes of the king. Any full-blooded Elves that still lived spent their days in hiding or had long ago left Elverath for other lands. I suspected most had moved into the Faeland west of the Burning Mountains.

			So the only abominations left were the Halflings, though the king preferred to enslave us rather than kill us. Our bodies were of too much use to the Crown. Centuries after the Halfling Decree, most Halflings barely had a drop of Elvish blood. But a drop was all that was needed to make one’s blood amber instead of red. 

			It didn’t matter how much I hated it, how my skin recoiled every time the king’s eyes landed on me. I carried the brand of his estate everywhere I went. With no parents to give me a name of my own, I carried the name bestowed upon all orphans. 

			Keera Kingsown. 

			I turned the faucet off and climbed into the bath. The hot water was biting; I could feel the grime and dirt loosening from my limbs and hair. Baths were hard to come by outside of the palace, especially when one was trying to avoid being seen. I leaned back and let my body fall into the water until I was completely submerged. I liked the way the water filled my ears and muted outside sound. I could no longer hear the waves rolling on the beach or the servants laughing as they pruned the garden. For just a moment, all I could hear was the beat of my heart vibrating through the water. 

			Eventually, I started to wash my body with the sponge and perfumed soaps Gwyn had restocked for me. The sponge’s abrasive touch felt like it was cleansing away more than the dirt—if I only pressed harder, I might be able to wash away the blood on my hands. 

			Mathias’s blood. 

			It always came back to that. The men crying for their lives, the Halflings fighting for their families. There had even been a few children. But I didn’t let myself think about that without a barrel of wine nearby. 

			

			I washed my back thinking about the fish merchant. Whether he had a family who would miss him. A child whose mouth he had fed. Would they even have realized he was gone in the six days that had passed since I killed him? These were answers that I would never have, but the questions would never rest. 

			My back twinged where I pressed too hard with the sponge. Even after thirty years, the scars on my back were still sensitive. I could see the redness of them in the mirror. Harsh, curved lines carved into my back by Prince Damien. He had taken hours to paint the lesions along my skin, an Old Elvish rune no one could read. He had said it was a mark of my loyalty to the Crown.

			Of course, that wasn’t the only scar along my body. By now, most of my flesh was marked in some way. The small scar on my right hip from before I could remember. Its lines were too clean and perfect to have been unintentional, but I had no idea who the carver had been. Another answer I would never have.

			The others I carved myself. They were the names that stretched across my shoulders, down my chest and arms. Tiny scrolls of the lives I had taken in the name of the Crown. Of the innocent and unarmed. Each one etched into my flesh so I carried their deaths with me always. In a sea of so many cuts, so many people, it was hard to tell where one name ended and the next began. 

			One name stood out from the rest. Etched in large letters along the forearm of my dueling hand. The rest of the skin around it was left untouched. I scrubbed at it with the sponge, glad when the suds rinsed away and it remained. I traced a finger along the ridges of the name over and over. It was one of the only things that could bring me a moment of peace. 

			“Keera? Are you here?” I heard Gwyn call from the bedchamber. 

			“In the bath,” I answered, but Gwyn had already skipped into the room. I didn’t try to cover my body from her. She was the sole person who knew of my scars and where they came from. She even carried some of her own gifts from the prince. It was a secret I didn’t mind sharing with her. She had known of them since she was a wee Halfling and her mother was my chambermaid. 

			Gwyn’s soft curls bounced as she approached the basin. The strands were a mix of bright red and auburn, just like her mother’s. Her skin was pale from being kept inside. She always looked slightly ill because of it. Gwyn had not been able to leave the palace since her mother died. 

			“Sorry I couldn’t finish earlier. I needed a moment in my room,” Gwyn said shyly. I didn’t need to ask why. I could tell from the red of her eyes and the tender way she walked that she had been with the prince. He loved tormenting the Halfling servants of the palace, but he especially liked Gwyn. 

			“Don’t worry about it,” I said, dunking my head to rinse out the soap. “There’s something for you in the saddlebag.” 

			I chuckled as Gwyn squealed and ran back into the bedchamber to fetch her gift. I tried to bring her back something every time I returned to Koratha so she could experience a little bit more of the world than she had been given. 

			“What is it?” Gwyn whispered, holding the small red pouch in her hands. 

			“You have to open it, Gwyn,” I said gently. 

			She rolled her eyes. “The anticipation is half the fun, Keera. You should know this by now.” I should, she said the same thing each time, but I never wanted to change our script. It was one of the few habits I kept. 

			She closed her eyes and opened the pouch, pulling out a ring. Where there should’ve been a stone, there was a cluster of gold lacing in the shape of a tear drop. “I’ve never seen such a ring,” Gwyn said, turning the jewelry over in her fingers. 

			

			I smiled. “That’s because it’s not just a ring.”

			“It’s not?” Gwyn eyes widened as she brought the ring to her nose to look at it more closely. 

			I shook my head as I stood and reached for a towel. I gestured for her to put it on as I wrapped the towel around me. “See this tiny button here?” I said, pulling her hand to the inner side of the ring. 

			“Not really, but I feel it,” Gwyn said. She danced back and forth with excitement. 

			“Good. Now push it,” I told her, dropping my hand from hers. 

			“Oh!” Gwyn gasped as the coiled lacing snapped into place around her finger, leaving her with a singular claw. 

			“Be careful. That blade may be tiny, but it’s as sharp as they come,” I warned. That single ring cost more than most of my daggers. Elven-made relics did not come cheap. “This way you can always have a weapon on you.”

			Gwyn twisted her hand to get a full view of the ring. “What am I supposed to do with a claw?”

			I shrugged. “Scratch?”

			“That won’t kill anyone.” Gwyn laughed. “Rawr!” She pretended to swipe me, but I grabbed her wrist. 

			“No, it won’t kill anyone,” I said seriously, not letting go of her hand. “But if you pierce the calf or thigh muscle, the cut will hurt. Enough for you to run. If you can’t do that, pluck an eye out.” 

			“Keera, that’s disgusting!” Gwyn shrieked. Her face turned slightly green. Damien had never violated Gwyn, but I wanted her prepared in case he grew bored with beatings and mental torment. She deserved the chance to fight. 

			“Yes, it is,” I said with a nod. “But so are men. I just want to know you’re safe. Especially when I’m not here.” Gwyn’s mother had died three years before. At sixteen Gwyn had been so young. Too young to lose a mother and certainly too young to inherit her mother’s debt.

			

			“Thank you,” she said, giving me a long hug. I tried not to tense when her hand grazed the scars on my back. 

			“I assume you want to sleep since you’re leaving so soon?” Gwyn asked, walking with me back into the bedchamber. I nodded. The threat of a headache loomed over me, and I wanted to sleep before I felt compelled to find a different way to cure it. 

			“I’ll take your weapons with me then. They’ll be with your horse in the morning.” Gwyn placed a large basket on the dresser. 

			“Thank you, Gwyn.” I tried to smile but I was too tired. Gwyn gave me a soft smile as I climbed into bed and she started packing my weapons. 

			“Gwyn?” I asked, pulling back the heavy coverlet. 

			She turned back to face me. “Yes?”

			“Leave the mage pen.” I pointed to the nightstand beside the bed. She placed the gold handle on the table. I stared at the sharp point shaped like a quill. Gwyn gave me a knowing look and kissed my cheek, leaving me to sleep and carve yet another name into my skin. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 
 Three

			As far as the Shades knew, Lord Curringham was staying at his residence in Cereliath—the House of Harvest. I could have traveled the entire way on horseback, but I preferred to take the canal system into Silstra and ride from there. It would shave a few days off the journey and meant that I had three days to laze about on a barge instead of getting sore from my saddle. 

			I kept to myself for most of the trip. I hadn’t needed to sneak in with the shipment because the captain was an acquaintance of the Arsenal. He was well paid to keep our movements quiet and ask no questions. Regardless, I liked to keep a low profile. I boarded before the crew arrived and hid among the rolls of silks at the back of the barge. One never knew where the allegiances of paid men fell. The fewer who knew I was aboard the better. 

			The first day passed in a blur of sleep and drink from my wine sack. I swayed in the hammock gulping back the warm liquid and thinking of the Shadow. I needed to finish the mission in Cereliath as quickly as possible. Before the Shadow had time to strike again—or worse yet, before one of the other Shades brought him in. 

			The king would not stay forgiving for long. If he thought his Blade had dulled, he wouldn’t subject me to a whetstone. He would discard me. Cast me away like the countless other weapons he’d tossed aside once their usefulness ran out. There would be an army of Shades lined up to replace me, starting with Gerarda. 

			I needed to be the one to bring the Shadow in. I couldn’t leave any doubt in the king’s mind of how valuable I could be. Not just for the sake of my head, but all those who counted on me keeping my title. 

			Every time I closed my eyes, I could see the outline of that hood. The dark clothes the Shadow wore and the long sword he wielded as we fought. He had been tall and well-muscled; trading blows with enough power behind them to strain my arms. 

			I drank in the hammock until I was too inebriated to remember my own name, let alone the Shadow. 

			I ran out of wine after the second night. The warm buzz dissipated and left my body shivering and sweaty. My head throbbed so badly I thought about ramming it into the rafter so it would hurt in a different place. 

			By the third day I was restless. I wanted to stretch my legs, taste fresh air, but I needed a drink. Every hour that passed felt like it would be the one to kill me, twist my stomach into knots so tight my head exploded. Only a drink would cure it. But my wineskin was empty, even though I kept opening the lid, hoping my lips would be met with the sweet taste of berry and tannin. 

			I couldn’t remember the last time I had gone so long without a drink. Five years? Trying to remember set off a hammer against my skull. I hadn’t had any liquor when I got caught in a snowstorm in the Frostlands. I had spent weeks bundled in an abandoned building, slowly tearing at the walls for something to burn and hoping to spot an animal through the white blaze that refused to clear. The only thing that had settled the craving was the hunger. By the third week, I had started eyeing my left arm, saliva dribbling down my chin. I only survived because a brumal bear crossed my path, and after three weeks of slowly starving, I had been mad enough to attack it. 

			The gargantuan, wintry beast put up a fight, smashing most of my weapons in a single strike, including the old hilt of my dagger. I finally managed to leap onto its back and stab it in the eye with a broken arrow, the only weapon I had left. Now the bear’s bone served as the hilt to my dagger. Its fur coat had fetched a pretty sum at market too. 

			When I had finally made it back to Volcar, frostbitten and on the brink of starvation, I celebrated with a barrel of cheap ale. I couldn’t remember a single day since where I didn’t at least sip some kind of drink. A habit I had refused to notice. 

			Gerarda was right. I was slipping. It was why the Shadow had been able to stretch over the continent, inflating his reputation. His existence threatened my position with the king, jeopardized the small bit of power I had carved to shield those I could save. Hiding in the shadows would not protect him for long. I knew something of shadows, having trained to live within them. Shadows were largest just before the sunset, but lost their power when night inevitably fell. For Shadows don’t truly exist in the dark. 

			It was time for me to bring the night. 

			[image: ]

			Silstra was a city of merchants, beggars, and thieves. It sat at the mouth of three canals, the Sisters, that stretched across most of Eleverath. Depending on which of the Sisters one sailed along, they would find themselves coming to port at any of Elverath’s major cities. Because of this, Silstra was the main economic hub of the entire kingdom. Everything that was traded or sold across the country came through its waters. 

			Hence the merchants and the thieves. The beggars came because most of the harvest was sent through the city’s ports. If this made its sellers amiable to charity I didn’t know, but the hungry came to the food, nonetheless. 

			The city was built in two parts above the large dam. The west bank, where the rich merchants and lords would stay, was a city of stone. Grand houses that had multiple levels and plumbing circled around a small castle that was said to have been carved from a mountain. It had been a small city of Light Fae before the Mortals claimed it too. 

			The east bank was built by men and therefore much less grand. The lesser merchants had homes of brick that were patched and maintained from centuries of wear. The poor built shelters out of whatever scrap materials they could lay their hands on. 

			That is the part of the city I went to first.

			The poor tended to have few secrets. Secret was just another word for power, and the poor certainly did not have any of that. The lucky ones who found more power than they were born with left the slums quicker than sewer rats on a stormy day. My gait was lighter there; I wasn’t worried about crossing paths with anyone in the royal pockets. Even the Shades had few eyes in Silstra’s lowest circles. It wasn’t worth paying coin if the poor had no one to spy on. 

			“Keera!” Victoria shouted when I walked through the door of what used to be an inn but was now missing most of its roof. “I wasn’t expecting you,” she whispered as she pulled me in for an embrace. Her graying hair tickled my cheek. I smiled down at her. She had always been a short woman, but age had made her even shorter. 

			

			My eyes fell to the baby held at Victoria’s hip. She always seemed to have a little one nearby. This one probably didn’t have any parents. 

			Her blue eyes dropped to the simple tie at my neck. I had changed into a green traveling cloak before exiting the ship. The people here did not know me as the Blade, just Keera. My black cloak and silver fastener would draw too many unwanted eyes. Only Victoria knew the truth. 

			“I can’t stay,” I said, passing a pouch of gold coin into her hands. “I wish I could, but I have to find myself a horse strong enough to make it to Cereliath before dusk.” 

			Her eyes lingered on the red lines surrounding my silver irises and the dampness of my forehead. Two days without a drink was taking its toll. 

			“Have some tea at least. Julian needs a feeding anyway,” she said, tickling the fat baby’s tummy until he giggled. He had a round face and soft arms with rolls that matched his legs. His ears were already beginning to pinch at the top. He was a Halfling. 

			“Is there still a doctor around to help him?” I sat down and drank from the mug Victoria laid in front of me. 

			“Aye, though he can’t come ’round much. Still, he should be able to cut his ears in time.” She kissed Julian on the head and popped a bottle into his mouth. Most Halflings were indistinguishable from humans apart from their ears. And if they were cut early enough, once they began to pinch, a gifted doctor or healer could stitch them in a way that made sure they grew round, looked more human. If it happened as an infant, most would never be able to tell. 

			“Have you had any trouble?” I asked after a large swig of my tea. 

			“No, not since you took care of things.” Victoria’s smile was tight and thin. I knew she wasn’t comfortable with what had happened the last time I was in Silstra, but it had to be done, no matter how gruesome. 

			

			“Good.” I put down my empty mug and stood. “I don’t know when I’ll be back. This mission could have me gone for another year, but I’ll continue sending aid every month.” 

			“You could spend your money on yourself, you know,” Victoria teased, though I knew she would accept my coin. Too many mouths depended on her. 

			“It’s not just my money.” The king didn’t notice if I funneled some of his reclaimed treasure to the poor—at least, not in the twenty some years I had been doing it. “Besides, you know as well as I do that an executioner has no one to spend her coin on.” 

			“You’re not an executioner, Keera,” she said. Her eyes were wide and the hard line of her lips transformed into a soft pout. I turned away.

			“No, you’re right. An executioner has the comfort of knowing her victims had a trial,” I said. The truth of my words pulled my shoulders toward the ground. 

			“We all have to do bad things, Keera. Things we don’t want to do but have to in order to survive. Your hands are forced more than most, but not everyone decides to be kind. That should count for more than the bad.” Victoria patted my shoulder. Gray curls framed her soft face, brushing against the wrinkles etched into her tanned skin. She was a kind woman, motherly. For a moment, I wondered if my own had been the same. 

			“I think you overestimate my kindness.” There was no amount of good that could wash away the sea of blood I had filled.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Four

			I hated traveling through the Dead Wood. Most travelers took the longer road along the riverbank, fearing the creatures that lurked in the sickly forest hungering for a taste of Mortal flesh. The stories never mentioned anything about the monsters having an affinity for the taste of Halflings. Not that it mattered. In thirty years of being the king’s Blade, I had crossed through the Dead Wood many times, often by myself. I was always the closest thing to a monster skulking in the wood. 

			The decaying trees with their bent trunks and leafless branches no longer frightened me. Now I found refuge beside them, knowing that I would meet no strangers along the path and could nurse my wineskin freely. Dark sap spewed from tree roots. Scalding hot to the touch, it left the bark burnt and blackened like a fire had swept through the forest, so hot and so fast that no greenery could ever be reborn among the decay.

			

			Once, the Dead Wood had lived under a different name. A name now forgotten by Halflings and Mortals. Trees of all kinds of magic had spanned across the north, home to creatures that had disappeared along with the Light Fae. The wood’s magic was already fading by the time the Mortals landed. In the first centuries of King Aemon’s reign, he cut most of the wood surrounding Cereliath, tilling the land into the farmlands that now fed Elverath’s people and filled the king’s pockets. 

			Minstrels traveled across the kingdom telling the story of the Dead Wood. The trees meeting the king’s ax used the little magic they had left to warn their brethren to the south. How, the minstrels never said. Mortals only ever saw magic in two ways: profitable or evil. They had no interest in understanding further. The Dead Wood had been created from the latter. Knowing that the king would cut them too, the remaining trees retreated in on themselves. Twisting their trunks into unusable knots. Their magical leaves dropping in droves and scorching the ground. Sap oozing from their bark, leaving vicious burns on anyone who dared swing an ax. 

			The only safe way through the wood was along the narrow paths. One step off and a horse would be lamed, its passenger scorched. The king had killed hundreds of Halflings by forcing them to harvest the blackened trees to create the road. Their bodies lined the paths the king wanted cut through the wood. One path weaved through the trees and ended outside of the capital. The other was the road I traveled on now. 

			If the ghosts of those Halflings still lingered among the trees, I never saw them. Perhaps the ghosts who already haunted me kept them at bay. 

			By the time the trees thinned and gave way to the flat stretches of farmland, my body ached and my thighs burned from riding. I was also out of wine and still had a full day’s ride into the city. 

			

			My horse trotted along the fields of wheat and corn. Occasionally, the sweet scent of berries would catch the breeze and I would come across a field of winvra. The tiny fruit grew in clusters, some black and some red. Some to heal and some to kill. The winvra grew along tall posts the Mortals had constructed, wrapping around them like ivy, ever reaching for the light of the suns. The fruit was the last magical plant that grew in the kingdom, the king’s only way left to commodify the magic that had once run rampant in these lands. 

			Some of the orchards I passed were sparse and their berries shriveled. Their magic had begun to fade too. I watched as men measured the growth of the gray berries, picking samples to test back at their laboratory. Looking for answers for the king. It was a question the king had been pondering for centuries—why the magic of Elverath was fading. But no one could answer it for him. The best theory was that it was a kind of natural waning tied to the magic of the Fae. Many believed that when the last of the Dark Fae passed, all the magic would leech from Elverath entirely. 

			I didn’t care about the magic. I only cared about the people who starved while the king balanced his winvra losses by selling more food to other realms. Elverath grew more than enough food to feed its people but sent away most of the harvest on long ships across the sea. The king and his lords kept their riches while the poor went hungry. 

			Bodies began to line the road as I reached the outer edge of the city. Some were dead, corpses baking under the suns feeding the scavenging birds, while others were almost dead. Limp hands reached out toward my horse; their owners too weak to beg. To earn enough to eat, one had to work the fields. The old and immobile were left to the mercy of passersby for a sampling of food or a spare nickel. 

			But as the winvra profits waned, so did the generosity of those who could afford to stock their table. 

			I could not help them dressed in my black cloak and silver clasp. The king knew the hungry begged along every city of the kingdom. Knew their bones mixed into the earth of the roads, picked at by birds and crushed by hooves. He did not care. He did not offer them mercy. And neither could his Blade. 

			My teeth grated against one another as I rode into Cereliath, eyes staring straight ahead under my cloak. I focused on the tangled mane of my horse and tried not to taste the death in the air. I knew most of the hungry I passed were Mortals, but I also knew some were Halflings. Ones who looked human enough to hide among them and others who had been discarded by the lords who owned them. Left to die a slow death caked in dirt now that the king had extracted every ounce of labor from their bodies. 

			Perhaps it was a mercy to be a Shade. At least I knew whenever my long life ended it would not be a slow death, but one delivered by the end of a sharp blade. 

			Still my stomach churned as I counted the hordes of people the king was so willing to sacrifice. My hands clenched against the leather reins until my fingers tingled. My throat burned with the need for something to help cloud the faces of those who lay dying just outside the city walls. I knew they did not die by my hand. It was hunger that pierced their bellies, not my blade, but still I felt that itch along the smooth parts of my skin. Felt the urge to turn back and ask each of them their names before ending their pain myself. 

			But I couldn’t. 

			When I reached my favorite inn, I asked the barmaid to send up two flagons of wine and drowned my urges in the tub. 

			[image: ]

			Tailing Lord Curringham was tedious. Each morning I rose before the suns and stalked along the House of Harvest where Curringham lay sleeping until well after dawn. The House of Harvest was where all the harvest lords stayed in Cereliath. As the richest man among them, Curringham had his chambers on the topmost floor. The best view of the entire city and all the crops that surrounded it. I sat along its roof waiting for the lord to rise, watching as the dark skies were painted in long streaks of gold as the first sun rose. The sunlight was warm on my hand as I lifted my wineskin to my lips. Usually, half of it was gone before the servants came in to dress their lord. 

			The House of Harvest was erected from a single mountainous piece of sandstone. Like all houses built by the Fae, the stone was etched with intricate designs. The pattern of leaves wrapped around the stone pillars like vines scaling a wall. I used the grooves to climb onto the rooftop each morning, listening in the shadows as Curringham went about his day. Drudging conversations about trade arrangements. Discussions about the loss of potency with the latest crop of winvra. Boring reveries of his childhood in Caerth. But nothing that made me believe he was burgeoning an alliance with the Dark Fae. 

			“Lady Darolyn is waiting for you on the terrace, sire,” a voice called from inside Curringham’s office. It sounded like the assistant who followed Curringham everywhere he went. 

			“The girl from Volcar?” Curringham asked. 

			“No, sire. Lady Darolyn is from the northern continent. Her father owns one of the largest trade networks in the Mortal realms,” his assistant reminded him. So Lady Darolyn was not a lady at all, but rich enough to buy the title during her stay. 

			“I’ll be down shortly,” Curringham said. He didn’t sound excited to dine with the newest resident of the manor. Especially one who had garnered a reputation of being too eager to become a bride. Curringham, while handsome, showed little interest in finding a wife. Or even wooing the maidens of Cereliath with his rare smile and endless riches. Like everything else in the lord’s life, he sought companionship like a transaction.

			Every day at noon, his assistant would let a courtesan into Curringham’s office for a rollick on his desk. In the three weeks I had been surveilling him, he never entertained the same woman twice and never more than a few minutes. Once they finished, he would dismiss them by tossing a small bag of coin and telling them to send a new girl on the morrow. I fought the urge to vomit each time he said it. 

			While the lord paced about his office and mumbled under his breath, I took another swig from my wineskin. I was looking forward to overhearing something other than Curringham’s rapid breathing and obnoxious chewing for an hour. I waited to hear him leave his office before I lowered myself to the edge of the roof and onto the balcony below. Four floors was too far to jump quietly, so I caught hold of the thin pillar beside the landing and slid down the back of it to the ground. The midday shadows kept my movements hidden enough. If anyone caught a glimpse of my cloak, I moved too quick for them to track me through the maze of stone pillars. 

			The terrace was at the back of the manor, nestled along the moat that surrounded the house in a perfect circle. A feature Curringham had installed when he inherited his lordship from his father. 

			There was no roof above the terrace, so I stalked along the edge of the manor, my shoulders brushing up against the stone, looking for a place to spy on the lord and his guest. There was a small shed wedged between the manor and the riverbed. I slipped into the narrow crevice and waited for the lord to arrive. 

			His tall figure cut through the terrace in six strides. He had the same demanding gait of men born into wealth and the high chin of a man who had doubled the worth of his estate. His sandy hair looked blond under the suns, highlighting the paleness of his skin. The complexion of a man who had never worked a field in his life yet harvested his coin on the backs of the Halflings he purchased from the Crown. 

			“Lady Darolyn,” he said, kissing her neck in greeting.
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