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			My past was nothing but a game, 

			 

			A pawn moved by the Crown,

			 

			But that pawn began to play.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 

			One

			A cold wave crashed over me and drowned out my dreamless sleep. Unfortunately, it ­wasn’t the first time I’d been woken up, in a stable, by having a bucket of ­water poured on my head. “Do you have a death wish?” I seethed through my teeth as I reached for the dagger at my hip, but it ­wasn’t ­there.

			Gerarda Vallaqar peered down at me with pure revulsion ­etched into her round cheeks and flat nose. If I ­didn’t feel like ­there was an ax sticking out of my skull, I ­might’ve found it unsettling. Gerarda was short for a Halfling; she ­hadn’t inherited any Elvish height from her immortal ancestors and was only as tall as a small Mortal ­woman. It might have been the first time ­she’d ever looked down at me in her entire life.

			From her smug grin, I could tell she was enjoying it.

			

			“This is pathetic, Keera.” She waved her hand over the stall that had been my bed for the night. I was propped against a watering trough with a ­saddle blanket strewn over my legs. ­There was no ­horse in the stall with me but the scent of its shit lingered on my clothes.

			I rubbed my ­temples, which did nothing to quell the headache. ­There was only one ­thing that could. “You speak as if I meant to spend the night in the stables.”

			Gerarda folded her arms over her chest. ­There was no longer any hint of a grin on her face. Only a stern expression that ­she’d learned from Hildegard, our mentor when we had trained together at the Order. I flinched and looked away. I ­didn’t need any more reminders that Hildegard was dead. Or that her death had been my fault.

			“That only makes it more pathetic,” Gerarda mumbled. “You drank yourself into such a stupor that you ­couldn’t find your way back to your room?”

			­Every muscle in my stomach screamed as I pulled myself into an upright position. I patted the ground, feeling for my wineskin. “I knew where my burl was. It ­didn’t move.” Even the sound of my own voice rattled the ache in my skull. It ­wasn’t finding my burl that had been the prob­lem, it was my inability to get up the Myram tree without falling to my death. If anything, I had been responsible. Not that Gerarda would give me the credit.

			My fin­gers rubbed against something soft. I pulled the cork ­free from the skin and hung it over my mouth. A few droplets of rich Elvish wine splattered against my tongue and the burning in my throat eased a ­little. I let the wineskin drop to the floor of the stall and pulled myself up onto my feet. I slipped and whacked my entire body into the wall of roots.

			Gerarda took a quick step backward. She made no move to help.

			I closed my eyes and ignored the pain radiating from my ribs. They ­weren’t broken and the bruise would be mended by my healing gift before it had time to fully ink my skin. “If I’m such a disappointment, why are you ­here?”

			Gerarda glanced down the aisle between the two rows of stables to where the root-­packed ceiling gave way to the outside air. “The Shadow is digging a hole around the Myram with his pacing.” Gerarda shrugged. “He may be too cowardly to say that ­you’re a pathetic excuse for a savior, but I’m not. Your sorrows are not bigger than this war, Keera. Even if ­you’ve given up.”

			I scoffed and slammed my hands on the top of the stable door. It rattled hard enough to shake the ­others in a series of metal clanks that echoed down the corridor. “Given up? We lost, Gerarda. I may be a drunk, but I am not a fool. I attended the same meetings as you.”

			Gerarda’s black eyes narrowed. “So you choose to do nothing while our ­sisters are left at the mercy of Damien? Left to be farmed for their blood ­until ­they’re too weak to breathe?”

			My shoulders sunk to the ground. Gerarda spoke as if being haunted by what had happened to the Shades ­wasn’t the very reason I needed to pull myself into that familiar oblivion each night. “The Shades ­haven’t been spotted since Damien crowned himself king.” Two moons had passed since then. I ­didn’t say the rest aloud. If Gerarda had any hope that the Shades ­were still alive, I would not be the one to take it from her. Even when I knew ­there was no hope to be found.

			Their helpless screams rung in my ears. I shivered at the memory. My throat dried as I swallowed down the truth. Gerarda would come to accept their deaths in her own time. I ­didn’t need to give her the details.

			She folded her arms. I could have recited the script of her argument before her lips even opened. I thought it was best if we skipped to the end. “What is ­there left to do?” I threw my arms into the air. “Damien has raised an army larger than this continent has ever seen and adds more swords to it still. The Light Fae are gone. They are never coming back, and neither is their magic. The Shades are—” I ­stopped myself and kicked the door of the stable. A strong gust of wind blew down the corridor hard enough that Gerarda had to grab a root to stay upright.

			I took a deep breath and tried to get my newfound powers ­under control. “Any mission to ­free the Shades would only end with more lives lost. ­Don’t blame me for stating a truth you refuse to name.”

			Gerarda stretched up on the tips of her toes but she still ­didn’t reach my chin. ­There was nothing but cold disgust on her face as she glowered at me. “Are you calling me a coward?”

			I shook my head, already exhausted from the argument. “We ­can’t rescue the Shades with a team of two, Gerarda. So who would you ask? Who would you call to sacrifice themselves for a fruitless mission purely to assuage your guilt?”

			She pursed her brown lips as she fell back on her feet.

			I ­didn’t give her time to answer; my words ­were hot steam that I needed off my tongue. “I hope you never need to become as practiced at ­measuring the weight of ­people’s lives as I have, but I ­didn’t just give up. The numbers are against us. We have no ­great army and our swords and arrows ­can’t match the weapons Damien has created. The best we can hope for is that he ­doesn’t try to take the Faeland to prove himself a better conqueror than his ­father. We must try to find a way to be content spending our days ­here.”

			And forgetting what happens at night. I pulled a small vial of spare wine from my pocket and drank it in a single swallow.

			Gerarda’s teeth snapped together. “But we have magic.”

			“Barely.” My eyes crossed as they adjusted to the sunlight peering in from the outer meadow.

			Gerarda raised a pointed brow. The movement was so quick and precise it reminded me of the throwing knives ­she’d always carried with her as the Dagger. They ­weren’t with her now. Perhaps ­she’d left them ­behind along with her title when we fled the capital. She jutted her head to the side. “We have a dozen magic wielders.”

			Of course Gerarda was arrogant enough to count all the Fae when Feron had yet to decide to join the rebellion.

			It took ­every ounce of ­will I had not to grab her by the arms and shake her. “We have eleven. And that’s including me and a Dark Fae who can barely control our powers, let alone use them.” I ­couldn’t bring myself to say Riven’s name. Even knowing that he was outside somewhere in the city waiting for me made me feel sick enough to want to drown myself in the watering trough.

			Gerarda lifted her hands in exasperation and yanked open the stable door. I ­didn’t know if she was letting me out or preparing to fight me inside. “You ­haven’t even attempted to train your powers!”

			“I hardly see how that concerns you.”

			Gerarda pulsed her fist over and over again, refusing to get out of my way. “Once the seals are broken, magic ­will be returned to its full strength. A dozen—”

			I raised a brow.

			Gerarda rolled her eyes. “Eleven wielders ­will be more than enough to halt Damien’s plans. Enough to protect the Halflings we left ­behind.”

			I ­didn’t hold in my laugh, though the sting of pain in Gerarda’s eyes cut it short. “You and Vrail have been working on the seals for weeks. It’s time for you to accept that we missed our shot at bringing the magic back.”

			I had been so close. When I found that Elder birch in the Rift, I thought it had been the final step to bring the Light Fae home.

			My ­mother’s kin.

			My kin.

			

			But they ­were gone. All that remained was their magic, which they had locked away in dif­fer­ent parts of Elverath to keep Aemon from using it to kill the rest of the Fae. It had worked, but at ­great cost to this land and its ­people.

			All that magic ­could’ve been unlocked with one single pierce of my bloodstone dagger through Aemon’s heart. But Damien had gotten ­there first and now the magic was out of reach.

			Gerarda blinked up at me like I was a violet moon. “You truly have given up.”

			My throat seared but I ­didn’t bother answering her question. No one knew the exact locations of the seals. Vrail had come to the same conclusion I had that day in the Rift with my ­mother. Five groups of Light Fae sacrificed themselves to create five siphons that drained the mainland of all its magic. But magic ­couldn’t be destroyed, only stored. The Light Fae had used ­water as a barrier to protect each siphon and the seal that kept the magic stored within it, but ­there ­were countless islands where each could be. Vrail had yet to find one of them, let alone discover if the seal could even be broken ­after Aemon’s death. I stepped around her and into the aisle between the stalls. Killian’s ­horse poked his head over his pen, his glassy, bored eyes staring at us.

			Gerarda followed me out of the stables, right on my heels. I sighed and ­stopped mid-­stride. She spun in front of me, her hair fanning out in a black wave before settling along her jaw. “Hildegard died believing you had a plan.”

			My breath caught with such force it was as if the air had turned to ­water and filled my lungs. Gerarda’s eyes ­were sharp and piercing like a blade pressed to my throat, daring me to breathe again. I refused to recoil. “I had a plan. It failed.”

			Gerarda lifted her chin. “Then help us craft a new one. ­You’re meant to save us—”

			

			The wind outside whipped violently at the ground as I stepped ­toward Gerarda. “And I failed at that too.” Hot air burned through my nostrils like fire smoke as I tried to rein in my gusts. “I never claimed that title. No ­matter what my ­mother wanted, what Hildegard wanted, ­whatever plans this guild of yours had for me.”

			Gerarda’s jaw tightened, but her lips stayed shut.

			“Perhaps the true ­mistake was you all putting your trust in me. Where I go, death follows.” The heaviness of ­those words was almost enough to knock me to the ground, but I did not drop my gaze from Gerarda’s face, even as my magic flicked black hair across her freckled cheeks.

			She glanced down at the strands and I could hear her thought as plainly as if she had voiced it. Imagine what you could train this to do to him.

			A small part of me—­the trained soldier who still yearned to protect her kin—­shuffled in the depths of my despair. But I knew the truth. I had seen it. The skin along my arm itched from it.

			Magic or no, the Crown could not be defeated.

			Damien had proven himself to be more bloodthirsty than his ­father. It ­wasn’t enough for him to rule over Halflings, he had begun to use their blood to make magical weapons that would wreak havoc on anyone who thought to oppose him. And the weapons he ­didn’t need, he sold to the highest bidder. And ­those bidders had paid for an army so large ­there was no chance we could take them, even if ­every soul in the Faeland joined the fight.

			All we could do was survive and I ­wouldn’t be judged on how I planned on ­doing so.

			“I thought you ­were better,” Gerarda whispered, more to herself than to me.

			I plucked a piece of grass from the tangle of my braid and let it drift to the ground, my gusts fi­nally settling. I thought of all ­those Shades who had never made it off that island. Whose last days had been spent in cruel misery at Damien’s command. My throat seared as I thought of the young initiates I had helped train. Their lives had been ended before ­they’d had the chance to begin.

			My fists shook beside me as I met Gerarda’s gaze once more. “I ­don’t have anything to be better for anymore.”
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			I thought Gerarda had been exaggerating, but Riven had left a flattened, brown line around the Myram tree. He spotted me the moment I stepped into the clearing and halted. I dropped my gaze back to the brown ring, so I ­didn’t have to see the wave of disappointment that crashed across Riven’s face.

			I shielded my eyes with my hands as I looked up to where the tall groves swung against the sky. The suns had already reached midday.

			I spotted two familiar figures walking along one of the bridges of twisted branches just above our heads. Vrail was chattering away while Syrra stared down at me. This had become our routine. I pretended she ­wasn’t perched above me like a bird and she kept her mouth shut.

			“If ­you’re wanting to lecture me, Gerarda already did.” I dropped my hands and continued ­toward one of the five branches that curved down from the top of the Myram and sunk into the hidden city below. I wanted to swipe a casket of wine from the cellars while I still had enough wits to carry it up to my burl by faelight.

			Riven did not take a step ­toward me, he just ­stopped. I could feel the grass around him relax. Sweat hung from his thick brow, down to his neck. His long mane of raven silk was tied back, though not in its usual half braid, like he ­hadn’t found the time to weave it. “We need to talk.” He flexed his jaw. ­There was no warmth in his face, none of the usual kindness that he always reserved for me. Instead, his expression was one of pure resolve.

			I had become another ­thing for him to fight.

			“No, we ­don’t.” I kept walking, but my throat tightened ­until my breath was nothing more than a wheeze. I had been avoiding Riven for weeks and being the kind Fae he was, he kept his distance, though his burl was lit each night.

			That was part of the reason I was finding other places to sleep in the ­little spurts I allowed myself. I ­didn’t need the constant reminder of his goodness in the face of my emptiness.

			“Keera.” He took a step ­toward me as his shadows circled around my ankles.

			I ignored them and kept walking.

			Riven only quickened his pace. “­There are ­things you need to know.” His words ­were strained and breathy.

			“I’m not interested in hearing them.” I had missed the last three meetings with the other rebels. I had no energy left for planning and plotting. My jaw flexed as I stepped by him, pointedly avoiding his pleading gaze.

			Riven grabbed my arm.

			“­Don’t.” I spun around to face him and a gust of wind shot from my hand. It collided with Riven’s chest and threw him onto his back. I stared at my open hand but I ­didn’t apologize.

			When Riven’s surprise settled, he looked up at me with the worst expression of all.

			Pity.

			“Keera—”

			I closed my eyes. “I ­don’t want to hear ­whatever you have to tell me, Riven. I ­don’t have enough strength for hope and I ­don’t have enough wine for any more disappointment. When you need someone dead, come find me.”

			

			Riven stood and his shadows flared out in ­every direction along the ground. The usually soft curves had turned sharp as they always did when he was angry. Riven’s face was hard as he stared at me. My breath hitched and for the briefest moment I thought Riven might move to strike. Not to maim, but to spar. I readied myself for a ­battle but Riven ­didn’t budge.

			Instead, his shoulders collapsed and he rubbed his brow. “I ­don’t know how to help you, diizra.”

			My heart twinged at his special name for me, but it was nothing compared to the burning in my throat or the hollow ache in my core. The fresh screams that fueled my nightmares echoed through the grove for only my ears to hear.

			I turned away from him, knowing ­there was nothing Riven could do to quiet them. “I ­don’t want you to help me.”

			I ­don’t want help at all.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 

			Two

			I ­didn’t bother showering before I made my way to the kitchens. Stinking of ­horse and shit only gave ­others more of a reason to keep their distance. I stalked down the spiral staircase of one of the Myram’s branches and descended into the city of faelight below. I crossed the ­grand hall with its root-­packed ceiling echoing my footsteps from thirteen stories above. Lunch had already been served so the hall was quiet. The ­children ­were playing out in the sunlight while their parents finished their duties. The only ones still ­there ­were the older Elverin seated along the shallow pool cooling their calves.

			Their boisterous chatting echoed through the circular hall but they went ­silent as soon as I entered. I clenched my jaw and ignored their stares. Part of me longed for the days when my presence was met with fear and caution instead of pity and disgust.

			

			Familiar voices sounded from the kitchens, and my stomach dropped. I ­hadn’t expected to encounter anyone in the kitchen so far from supper. I softened my steps and slipped into the storeroom across the hall. A small faelight floated by my shoulder, illuminating the jars of nuts and crates of fresh berries and dried meat. The caskets of wine that usually covered the floor ­were gone.

			My heartbeat quickened as I rummaged through the shelves looking for anything that resembled wine. All I found ­were two glass ­bottles, dusty and forgotten on a bottom shelf. ­There was a small pop as I pulled a cork of one ­bottle ­free and sipped the liquid inside. I spat the oil from my mouth and wiped the rest off my lips with my sleeve.

			I grabbed the other ­bottle, but it was empty.

			My skin rippled with heat as the onslaught of rage focused my vision. I grabbed the empty ­bottle by its neck and stalked into the kitchens. Lash’raelth was standing by one of the ­giant hearths at the ­middle of the room. His violet eyes ­were full of laughter as he towered over Pirmiith, who sat across the stone ­counter next to Nikolai.

			“What did you do with it?” I bellowed, ignoring the way they all flinched at the desperate rasp of my voice.

			“Do with what?” Pirmiith asked, tucking one of his tiny braids ­behind his ear in a transparent attempt of ignorance. My eyes narrowed. ­Whatever loyalty I had for the Elf who had saved my life from the Unnamed Ones had dis­appeared.

			Just like my wine.

			I stalked ­toward him like a hungry bear. “You know exactly what I am talking about.”

			Lash stepped around the ­counter, placing himself between me and the ­others. The fire in the hearth roared brighter, the dancing flames reflecting dangerously in his purple eyes. A reminder that Lash would use his powers if needed.

			

			Nikolai smoothed the ­nonexistent wrinkles on his silk jacket. He raised a manicured brow as he fi­nally looked at me, peering out from ­behind his Fae guard. “Pirmiith ­didn’t hide the wine. I did.” He tucked his head back ­behind Lash, tugging at his hair. “And you ­will find every­one intends to follow my lead.”

			I tilted my chin up at the mountain of a Fae. I could force the truth from Nikolai if needed but Lash was another ­matter. “Where is it?” I shouted, flinging the empty wine ­bottle in my hand across the room.

			The glass shattered against the wall and someone gasped. It ­wasn’t a scream or anything close to a word, but I recognized the tone of her breath all the same. My body froze, arm still extended like the hand of a compass pointing directly at Gwyn.

			Her head was pinned against the ­table, shielded by her arms and mane of red curls, both now covered in bits of glass. They fell to the floor as she stood and ­were ground to dust as she stared at me with nothing but vitriol in her eyes.

			My throat tightened ­until it hurt to breathe. “Gwyn. I ­didn’t know you ­were ­there,” I mumbled, fully aware of how pathetic I sounded. “I ­didn’t mean to scare you.”

			Gwyn’s lip curled back as she shook the rest of the glass over of her shoulders. ­There was no hint of the young girl who had once hovered around my chambers for hours. Damien had taken so much more than her childhood when he had sliced into her. Her smile had yet to be seen in the Faeland, and no one ­here had heard Gwyn speak, let alone laugh. I worried that ­wouldn’t change no ­matter how many moons passed.

			Gwyn grabbed the book she had been reading from the ­table and signed something at the ­others with the slow movements of unpracticed fin­gers. Nikolai nodded glumly and she started out the door.

			

			I gritted my teeth and turned back to Nikolai. “Where is the wine?”

			Lash shook his head in disbelief and threw a tray of pastries into the oven. Pirmiith wisely turned around, knowing the conversation no longer concerned him.

			“Are you ­going to throw something at my head next?” Nikolai crossed his arms.

			Guilt flared across my face like one of Lash’s fire tendrils. I dropped my gaze to the floor and stormed out of the room.

			I ­didn’t turn around as he called ­after me. I ­didn’t look as the Elverin in the hall whispered as I stalked ­toward the faelight.

			­Every ounce of energy I had was being spent on keeping my newfound powers controlled. My muscles ached from the tension as I climbed onto a large ball of covered faelight and was carried to the highest burls in Myrelinth.

			My vision blurred from the pain and nausea as I stepped through the door. The full force of my cravings had returned as soon as that first ­bottle had touched my lips six weeks ­earlier. I had been so naïve to think I could control them. So desperate to think that I could keep the cost hidden from anyone but me.

			I rummaged through my clothes with shaky hands, feeling for the soft skin on my leather pouch. I found it ­under a soiled tunic. I threw the shirt over my shoulder and onto the floor with the rest of my unwashed clothes and unused blades. It took three tries to untie the drawstrings and dump the contents onto my lap.

			A flash of gold sent a shiver along my unmarked skin. But this was not a craving that could be settled with my mage pen. I picked up the vial of black liquid—­the same elixir that Hildegard had given me to help with the cravings—­and unstoppered the top.

			The scent of winvra relaxed my shoulders. I had never needed more than a few drops to lessen the cravings before, but that ­wasn’t all I needed. Guilt had already exhausted my body and I needed to sleep.

			But to sleep, I needed oblivion.

			I brought the vial to my lips and swallowed what was left of Hildegard’s gift.
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			The memory of that first night haunted me as I fell asleep. It replayed in my mind like I was living through it for the very first time:

			I tumbled onto a field of grass with no recollection of where I’d fallen from. I groaned with the ­little bit of air left in my lungs but ­there was no pain. No broken bones or split skin from the fall.

			I stared down at my sleeve; the top of the jagged scar along my forearm was peeking out over the cuff. The sudden urge to pull it back into place overtook me and I tugged the linen before I gathered my bearings.

			I never walked into a field. I had just been under­ground dropping Gwyn off at the infirmary in Myrelinth. The healers had swarmed around her the moment I lay her on the cot.

			Riven had been ­there and told me to lie down too, but I ­couldn’t keep my eyes off Gwyn. She had taken ill again as we passed the boundary into the Faelinth and nothing I did seemed to help. I needed to know she was okay. I needed to know that I ­hadn’t hurt her by using my healing gift to stitch her belly back together.

			Riven pulled me into his chest. “You brought her ­here alive, diizra,” he whispered so quietly only I could hear him. “You ­don’t need to worry now. She’s safe and she ­will stay that way.”

			Somehow his words penetrated my fear enough for the exhaustion to blanket me. My brows creased along the grass, trying to place the rest of the memories, the journey to the field, but ­there ­were none. Moments before Riven had lifted me into his arms to carry me to his burl, but then I had tumbled out of them into a field I ­didn’t recognize.

			A soft breeze blew hair across my face, but it carried no scent. No hint of birch or florals, no spray of sea in the air. I shifted against the soft earth and strained to hear something out in the distance. No crashing waves, no birdsong or carriage wheels. It was as if the field existed in a world of its very own.

			Something shifted ­behind me, loud as thunder in the eerie silence.

			My chest tightened. The hair on the back of my neck raised as I pulled myself off the ground and slowly turned. Damien stood tall with his hands tucked ­behind his back. He was not dressed in his usual undone tunic, but instead in new finery: his shirt was pressed and buttoned to its high collar, as black as the night sky, paired with a jacket of interlocking buttons that formed a jagged, inky pattern down the length of him. The only color on his person was the jade eye patch he wore to cover what Gwyn had done to him.

			I lurched back at the sight of him, reaching for weapons that ­were not hanging from my hips. Damien’s eye flared. A deep crease appeared between his brow and patch for the briefest moment, but then it was gone.

			“Where have you taken me?” I hissed, fear and anger igniting in my chest.

			Damien waved his hand over a patch of grass and a gold throne appeared out of nothing. He sat down, his back perfectly straight instead of slumped over the armrest the way he used to as crown prince. Perhaps that had all been part of his ruse.

			“I ­haven’t taken you anywhere.” Damien’s cold gaze sliced right through me, accentuated by the short cut of his hair. This was not the rowdy prince in front of me, but the king. Someone entirely new. My muscles tightened sensing something ­else in his stare. It was stern and hard in a way the prince’s had never been. But I could recognize the contempt he had for me in the slight curl of his lip. And below his hatred and disdain, ­there was the calculating observer that Damien had spent years hiding away. Now that I knew it was ­there, Damien ­couldn’t mask that side of him any longer.

			A chill ran down my spine. For the first time, I could see the resemblance between Damien and his ­brother, Killian. A new wave of fear crashed over me. This was not the aloof prince who spent his time entertaining gentlefolk in his bedchambers and drinking ­until dawn, this was a patient, strategic mind that had spent ­decades crafting his plot to seize the crown.

			“You have magic?” I asked, pointing to the throne.

			Damien gave a stoic nod. “Of a kind.”

			Confusion stirred inside me, thoughts whirling in my mind, too fast and too many to catch. My hand ­rose, feeling my upper arm where Damien had plunged his needle into it before ordering his guards to take me from the throne room, and the whirlwind ­stopped. “The injection . . .”

			“Another experiment of mine,” Damien answered with no expression and a hard edge to his voice. Both his hands ­were wrapped tightly around the ends of his armrests. “­There is much to be learned from the arts of Fae.”

			I blinked. Damien had found a way to cultivate enough magic to mimic the Fae gifts. He had been using that knowledge to fuel his newfound weapons economy, but it was clear he had other inventions he’d been keeping just for himself. I cleared my throat, already knowing what magical gift Damien had gotten inspiration from. “Mindwalking.”

			

			Damien nodded, his back even straighter. “What better way to forge a connection between two minds.” He drummed his fin­gers along the armrest and bit the inside of his cheek. The hollow ­under his eye patch darkened.

			Nausea gurgled in my stomach. “You experimented on me?”

			Damien’s jaw pulsed. “That seems apparent.”

			“Why?” The question was off my tongue before I could think the better of it.

			Damien’s mouth was a straight line, but ­there was a ghost of his wicked grin in his eye. “Insurance.”

			I straightened my back, sensing the threat but not knowing what form it would take. “You wanted a way to search through my memories?” I lifted my hands uselessly. ­Whatever this place was, I doubted I could hurt Damien ­here.

			“No.” The first smirk appeared on his lips. “I wanted to show you mine.”

			I swallowed down the bile in my throat at the thought of every­thing Damien might delight in showing me. “Your speech was enough. I ­don’t need to see how you hung Curringham and Tar­velle. Or what you—”

			Damien lifted his chin in victory. “How I killed your chambermaid?” 

			My breath caught. Both at the idea of seeing Gwyn being cut open by Damien’s own hand, from his own mind, but also ­because Damien had revealed so much in five ­simple words.

			He ­didn’t know Gwyn had survived.

			I feigned a flinch, pretending the thought of Gwyn’s death was too much to bear. Damien’s thin lip twitched upward.

			“Perhaps another time.” Damien tilted his head and I knew he was imagining the ­pleasure of giving me such pain.

			“Then what did you bring me ­here for?”

			

			Damien stared at me for several long moments, trapping me in his unblinking gaze. When he de­cided to answer, his tone was hard. “I wanted to show you the consequences of your actions.”

			I scoffed, crossing my arms.

			Damien’s eye patch shifted as he raised his brows. “­Don’t you recognize this place?”

			I shrugged, refusing to answer him.

			“It is a bit unfinished”—­Damien raised his hand and the edge of the small field began to expand—­“but I’m surprised you ­don’t recognize it. It is home ­after all.”

			A strong gust of sea spray filled the air as the Order took shape in front of us. The three towers held us in their shadows, each topped with a ­giant piece of gemstone, identical to the palace of Koratha vis­i­ble along the horizon.

			The wind carried more than brine on its gusts. Guttural screams pierced the air, echoing out into the sea where they ­were consumed by the hungry waves. My bones froze, chilling my blood as Damien’s cruel smile fi­nally appeared.

			“I ­hadn’t planned on killing them so quickly,” Damien whispered, suddenly standing ­behind me. His ungloved hand trailed down my back, feeling the jagged scars he had cut into it. “But someone needed to suffer for the Blade’s treason, and you left them completely unprotected.”

			A high-­pitched wail echoed through the corridors. The sound hit me like I had dragged a blade across each one of their throats myself, their blood splattering my face.

			Damien pushed me between the shoulder blades. “It’s time to see what happens when the Blade tries to cut the Crown.”

			I took one step and fell to the ground. “No.”

			I hated how defeated I sounded. I looked up at Damien expecting to see anger at being refused, but his good eye only flickered with delight.

			

			He lifted his hand and the earth beneath me shifted to cold stone tile smeared with amber blood. “­There’s no escape from this, Keera,” he whispered before the screams started again.
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			I woke with a skull-­splitting headache that left me vomiting on the floor. The bile was black just like the elixir I swallowed. I ­hadn’t fallen into a dream, but the effects of downing the winvra elixir ­were not worth it. My entire body ached, much worse than before, spurred by my misuse of the liquid. ­There was only one ­thing that could make me feel better and keep the dreams away.

			My throat seared as I stretched along the mattress. The suns had already set and the city was quiet once more. I pulled myself to the edge of the bed and stared at the empty vial and scattered wineskins on the floor. Even without the dreams, I could still hear the Shades’ screams as Damien forced his new Arsenal to line them up one by one. He had made sure I’d witnessed ­every death, again and again.

			I had tried limiting my sleep. In ­those first few weeks, I’d haunted the empty groves each night like a ghost, needing to stay in motion to keep the pull of sleep off my shoulders. But no ­matter how brief, no ­matter what time, when I fi­nally succumbed, Damien would find me in my dreams and turned them into nightmares.

			Worse than nightmares, into his memories. They ­were the proof that I had spent my life trying to protect the Shades and I had failed.

			I lasted three weeks before I had my first taste of wine. It seemed to quiet the dreams. I had spent ­decades keeping my dreams of Brenna at bay with each sip and knew it would do the same once more. Desperate to sever the connection Damien had with my mind, it had become my only choice. I had already failed so many ­people, failing myself barely took any effort at all.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 

			Three

			Damn you, nikolai!” I yelled, shooting a bag of flour across the floor. It dusted the kitchen in beige powder. My footprints trailed ­after me as I opened the bottom cupboards looking for a spare ­bottle of wine or ale. My entire body ached with fatigue, but I ­couldn’t fall asleep without something to keep the dreams away.

			I had already checked the lower storerooms. They had been completely emptied. I suspected Lash and Nikolai had put all of it in the main pantry ­behind the kitchen but it was sealed with a rock too heavy and thick for me to move. My thighs burned from trying, even though I knew three of the strongest Elverin could not move the stone. Lash had used his touch of earth gift to seal it by magic.

			My nostrils flared against the door. Breaking the seal that the Light Fae had cast to temper my Valitherian gifts had not only increased my healing powers but had given me some control over the wind too. I glanced down at my hip, where the scar of the seal was still carved into my skin. Perhaps I had also been given the gift of earth but it had yet to show itself?

			I slowed my breathing and ­imagined roots climbing along the gray stone, clasping the boulder within their web before rolling the door back far enough for me to slip in. I focused on the warmth in my body and tried to extend that warmth to the boulder but nothing happened.

			The door stayed shut.

			I grabbed the nearest object off the ­counter and chucked it at the stone. The clay vase shattered against the rock. Its tiny pieces scattered along the floor, leaving long wispy trails in the flour.

			“Rough night?” Killian asked from the entrance of the kitchen. He was leaning against the door, the perfect tableau of nonchalance, but his thumb was almost raw from where he had picked the cuticles around his nail.

			“I ­can’t sleep.” I bit my tongue to keep any other truths from escaping. I was too restless and it was too loose.

			Killian frowned. He had not cut his hair since that day in the capital. His blond curls hung low across his brow ­until his ink-­stained palm pushed them back. In that first week, he had tried many times to talk about what had happened. Not just Hildegard’s death, but what Damien had revealed about my ­Trials. My body tensed at the thought of it, stiffening my loose tongue. I ­couldn’t tell Killian anything about that night and bring ­those memories to the front of my mind. What if Damien found out? If he gained access to my memories and discovered the truth, ­there would be no stopping his rampage. Damien had already proven how far he was willing to go when he felt bested.

			“Nikolai stationed ­people at ­every nearby portal if ­you’re thinking of raiding someone ­else’s kitchen.” ­There was a touch of humor in Killian’s words, but it was false and hollow. He wore the same expression that every­one ­else in Myrelinth wore around me now. A vile combination of pity and disappointment.

			I gnawed on my cheek. “How many guards?”

			Killian frowned even more deeply. “­We’re your ­family, Keera. We ­will play the role of jailers if we must, but we would all prefer that you try to follow Nikolai’s regimen. ­There are other ways we can help you—”

			“I ­don’t want your help!” I screamed so loudly my voice cracked.

			Killian grabbed my arm and jerked me back to face him. “Even if you are right and all is lost. Is this how you would want Hildegard to remember you? Is this how you honor her death? With disdain and hopelessness?”

			I wrenched my arm ­free and balled my hands into fists. I had no qualms about punching Killian in the jaw again. “Hildegard no longer has expectations for me. They died the day your ­brother slit her throat.”

			I waited for Killian to flinch or back away. He had told me how guilty he felt for his legacy, that he thought himself responsible for his ­father’s actions. I knew that extended to his ­brother’s now that the crown sat upon Damien’s head. I had selected my words with purpose, sharpening them to fine points, before I shot them his way. But if they had pierced him as I’d hoped, Killian ­didn’t show it.

			His face softened with his shoulders as he looked at me. “And what about Brenna?” His eyes fluttered to my forearm. He had gone months pretending he had never seen my scars, but his gaze betrayed him now.

			A cold wave crashed through me as I remembered the way Killian had looked at me that day. The disgust in his face as Damien told him what I’d done. But ­there was none of that now, as if I had ­imagined it entirely. Killian’s brow was furrowed with the weight of his worry for me; his hand hung in the air halfway between our bodies, the beacon of a friend reaching out in the dark, ready to lead me to the light.

			But I ­didn’t want to be led out of the depths of my shadows. The fire that had once filled my chest had gone out and not even Killian’s most desperate hopes could relight it. And with Damien able to access my mind, every­one was safer if I succumbed to my old vices.

			Killian turned his hand so the pale palm faced upward. “Keera, please. Let me help you.”

			Tears welled along his bottom lashes, but Killian stood strong. He gazed down at his hand and I knew ­there was nothing I could say to dissuade him. He would keep reaching out, just as Riven kept his light on. Just as Syrra stood watch over me. And Nikolai took my wine. No ­matter what I said, they would be within my reach the moment I needed them.

			­Unless I showed them I was beyond reaching.

			I laced my fin­gers through Killian’s hand and stepped ­toward him. He smiled with relief as he looked down at our joined hands. I took another step and pushed Killian into the earth-­packed wall ­behind him. Nikolai would have complained about the stains to his fine clothes, but Killian’s black cloak had seen worse.

			His throat bobbed as my other hand slid up his thigh to his hip, trailing over the brown hilt of the dagger hanging ­there. “Keera, ­don’t,” Killian whispered, half in disbelief, half in a desperate plea.

			I let my fin­gers linger over the hilt as I leaned closer to him, pinning him against the wall. It would be so easy to pierce the blade through his chest, but I ­couldn’t add Killian’s name to my list. I only carved the names of ­people I ­couldn’t save, the lives I had no choice but to take.

			­There was another way I could lose the goodwill of every­one; it ­wasn’t violent but just as devastating. I lifted the hand from his blade and trailed it up Killian’s chest. His frame was so much smaller than Riven’s—he was more fragile than his Fae half-­brother. I felt his heart hammer in his chest as my hand gripped his jaw and my forearm pressed into him.

			He opened his mouth to say something, another plea, but I ­didn’t hear it. I leaned into him and pressed my lips to his. I waited for the revulsion. For Killian to push me away and yell at me for toying with him, but he ­didn’t.

			Instead, his hands gripped my waist, wanting and hungry. He nipped at my lips, like they ­were wine and he was the one who had ransacked the kitchens looking for it. His bites ­were desperate and yearning, his breath filled my body with warmth, the burning kind that you only noticed ­after being too cold.

			He pulled me tighter to his chest, flattening the smallest of spaces between our bodies, but that was still not enough for him. His hand trailed up my back, tangling in my braid as it found my neck and then my hair. Killian’s hand closed, tugging at my roots ­until I moaned.

			The sound broke the spell over him. Killian’s hands froze on my head and waist. He released my lower lip from his teeth and a piercing pain shot down my spine. It was as if a thousand arrows had flown into my back, paralyzing me for just a moment but causing so much anguish that a breath felt like an eternity.

			I saw the same pain pulse through Killian. His knees buckled against the wall and he choked as if a large force had punched the air from his guts. He looked up at me, sweaty and out of breath. “Be as self-­destructive as you want, Keera. I still ­won’t leave you. And neither ­will Riven.”

			Guilt stormed inside me. Even my magic had known I had taken this too far. Already sharp like knives, it threatened to strike if I reached out to Killian again.

			

			I stepped back. I turned down the corridor and left Killian where he’d collapsed against the wall so he ­didn’t see the way my kiss-­bruised lips quivered at the mention of Riven’s name. It ­didn’t ­matter if Killian remained by my side, my pain and my guilt would swallow me ­whole and every­one who stood too close.
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			I deliberately avoided looking at Riven’s burl as I crossed the tangled bridge of branches to my own. My shoulders already buckled ­under the weight of what I had done. I ­didn’t need to see the way the light shone from his bed, a beacon for me to find in any darkness.

			I pulled off my clothes and doused myself in the shower. I ­didn’t care that I had already washed away the scent of the stables from my hair, I could still feel Killian’s touch on my skin. It ached like a fresh scar, a mark of my betrayal. I stood ­under the spout ­until the last of its warmth drained away.

			The burning in my throat flared with ­every breath. Almost as unbearable as the wave of pain I had felt down in the kitchens. ­Whatever new power of mine had been awakened, I did not want to feel it again.

			I rummaged through the piles of dirty clothes in my room, searching for the small bit of relief I had left.

			I found it ­under a disheveled tunic that was now more brown than white. The thin gold tube that had only met the worst versions of me. I uncapped the mage pen and lifted my nightgown to bare my left leg.

			Hildegard’s death had left a gaping hole too big for the tiny script I’d used along my arms and torso. I held the mage pen to my skin and retraced the lines the blade had already cut several times before. Carving her name into myself once was not enough. It had been my taunts that had set Damien on the hunt, that had cost Hildegard her life. But it was not just her life that I’d taken, I’d taken the mentor of ­every Shade. The one person we all relied on, the one we looked to.

			I watched my skin stitch itself back together, smooth except for the thick lines that marked the letters of Hildegard’s name. ­Whatever magic the mage pen’s blade was made with was enough to stifle my healing abilities just enough to scar. I traced the name once more with my fin­ger before collapsing onto the bed.

			My hand fell between the pillows and hit something hard. I turned and saw the notebook that Dynara had given me. I opened it to the front page. ­There was no note waiting for me. I bit my lip, using ­every ounce of my concentration to count the days. It was almost a fortnight since she had last made contact.

			I stretched for the pen sitting next to the bed and wrote her a single line.

			I hope you are still among the living. K.

			Dynara’s message inked the page almost immediately.

			I hope you are still among the living too. D.

			I huffed into the notebook as I scrawled my next line.

			If I ­weren’t, who would be writing this message?

			Her reply ­didn’t come as quickly as the last. My chest tightened in anticipation.

			If I had lost all the courtesans to Damien, I would not be living. Breathing and living are not the same.

			I ­hadn’t said the words aloud, but I had written them to Dynara ­after that first dream. She was the only soul I had told. She ­didn’t know the specifics, but she knew enough. Tears welled at the corners of my eyes. Dynara was a half a continent away, risking herself at ­every moment in the ­House of Harvest, yet still I felt like she understood me more than anyone ­else. Perhaps the distance made it easier to tell her the truth. I ­couldn’t see the pity on her face while she sat in her room in Cereliath. Perhaps I would be more useful ­there—­surely Dynara had a few lords for me to kill.

			You ­don’t need to let the pain go completely. Just give yourself enough room to do more than breathe, Dynara wrote, as if reading my mind.

			Do you need any help bringing the Halflings across the border? Damien had sent several battalions to Cereliath to guard the remaining orchards the moment he’d hung Curringham and Tar­velle outside the throne room. The ­House of Harvest was no longer ­under the control of ­House Curringham since ­there was no ­House Curringham left. It had been wiped from existence; not even the third cousins had been spared in Damien’s strike.

			The atmosphere in Cereliath was tense, which only made Dynara’s plans more difficult to carry out.

			No. ­There ­won’t be any soldiers left to chase us when I’m done ­here.

			The thought of Dynara battling with Damien’s sellswords set my throat ablaze. I ­didn’t want to picture all the ways her plan could fail. I ­couldn’t lose more Halflings, and I certainly ­couldn’t lose another friend.

			I scribbled the only ­thing that I knew would shift the conversation to less violent ends. I kissed Killian.

			Dynara took an excruciatingly long time to write thirteen words. You thought being utterly selfish and a fool would make you feel better?

			My breath shook as I inked the truth onto the page. I thought it would make this easier.

			Her next line appeared much more quickly than the first. Are you pushing every­one away ­because you want to be alone or out of habit?

			I ­didn’t fill my glass pen with any more ink. I ­didn’t know the answer to that question.

			­After several long moments, Dynara had discerned the truth for herself. It is not your job to protect us from ­whatever truth ­you’re keeping. It might feel sharp and heavy in your hand, but it is not a blade you have to cut with. It can just be. With love, D.

			Thick tears fell down my cheeks as the weight of that loneliness pinned me to the mattress. I wanted nothing more than to run away to Aralinth and spend the next week dancing with Dynara at my side. But she ­hadn’t given up. That flame of hope still flared in her chest. Mine was hollow and empty, unable to hold even the ghosts of my hope or the sting of my loneliness. I closed my eyes, too exhausted to fight off sleep any longer, and knew that I ­wouldn’t be alone soon enough.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 

			Four

			I woke up on the floor of the throne room. The marble tiles ­were cold against my arms and back. I sat up, realizing that I was wearing one of the dresses that ­were fash­ion­able at court. The plunging back revealed the full length of the scars I kept hidden. My stomach knotted with relief when I saw all my names ­were covered by the sleeves of the dress.

			Damien ­didn’t need to know how far back my treason went.

			I looked up from where I stood at the center of the room. It was empty. The walls ­were brighter than they ever had been in real life. The white stone and birch door ­were pristine, unmarked by time or dust. It made my skin ­ripple.

			The doors leading to the royal chambers ­behind the throne opened and Damien walked through. I ­couldn’t see the hallway ­behind him, only blackness. ­Whatever control Damien had over my mind it seemed he could only construct one room at a time.

			

			He was dressed in a dark green jacket and navy boots that made his remaining eye sparkle with the light of the springtime suns. Anyone ­else would have found him handsome, even with the jade leather patch over his missing eye, but all I could see was the touch of death hidden in his sharp cheeks and the kiss of vio­lence hanging from his lips.

			“I fi­nally got you into one of ­those dresses.” ­There ­wasn’t a hint of ­pleasure in his tone as Damien slowly lowered himself into his seat. The wide buttons of his vest kept his back perfectly straight. His eyes traced the outline of my shoulder. “Turn.” The cold command echoed along the stone pillars.

			Part of me wanted to ignore him. To press my back into one of the columns and refuse to move ­until I woke. But resisting was what Damien wanted. It is what he enjoyed, slowly breaking me down ­until he knew ­there was no way for me to put the fragments back together.

			I pulled the soft waves Damien had given me over my shoulder and turned. His breath hitched as he witnessed the scars he’d cut into my flesh for the first time. I peered up at him over my shoulder. His throat bobbed as he leaned back into the chair, his hand curving around the end of the armrest so hard I thought the gilded wood would crack.

			“Marvelous,” Damien whispered, licking his lip. “I’m glad to see my masterpiece healed so well.”

			My jaw flexed. I hated seeing the satisfaction on his face. I ­couldn’t bear to give him any more of it. “It ­didn’t,” I lied, without thinking.

			Damien tilted his head like a hawk.

			I turned back to face him, suddenly deciding to test something. “This is a dream—­your dream. ­You’re only seeing what you want to see. I carved over your scars years ago. ­There’s nothing left of the design.” I’d thought about ­doing it so many times that the words ­didn’t even taste like a lie as I said them.

			Damien’s eye narrowed. “Then I ­will make you wear that dress for me in person.”

			My stomach fluttered at his reply. It ­wasn’t a blatant rejection of my lie, which meant that Damien ­didn’t know the rules to this place ­either. I would take any bit of leverage I could get. “Is that an invitation?”

			Damien’s face was expressionless and his tone even less lively. “We both know you ­can’t stay in the Faeland forever, Keera.”

			“Is that where I am?” I exaggerated my gaze around the throne room. Even though Damien’s suspicions ­were correct, I would never be foolish enough to corroborate them.

			My eyes fell to the small dagger holstered at Damien’s hip. I was unarmed, but if I could run the blade through Damien’s heart, perhaps the dream would end before his torment even began.

			I shifted my foot, preparing to strike but my boot slipped along the tile. I crashed to floor. Thick, hot blood soaked through my clothes and covered my face. My heart pounded against my chest as I tried to push myself up. I slipped, ramming my shoulder into the floor.

			A groan escaped my lips but I refused to look up at Damien’s satisfied face. I ­couldn’t do it any longer. I kept my gaze locked on the blood-­soaked tiles so I ­didn’t have to see the Shades hanging by their feet. I planted my boot and lifted myself up, only to slip once more. This time, I landed on something soft.

			Hildegard stared up at me with dead, open eyes. Her body was cold, drained of all its color just like it had the day she bled out in front of me. My stomach lurched and I fought the urge to be sick. I tried to stand but it was pointless. The sticky blood had coated ­every inch of the floor and my boots.

			

			I ran my hand over Hildegard’s eyes, shutting them as I shut my own. Damien sat above it all, lounging in his throne as he let this piece of his memory merge with our dream.

			A sob stirred deep in my chest, but I ­wouldn’t let it out. Instead I looked back down at Hildegard, but she was gone.

			Gwyn was laying in her place. Her almost lifeless body gaping at her belly from where Damien had cut her. Where Damien had rummaged inside of her in search of Gwyn’s cursed womb, only to cut the organ out for himself. She wheezed as she looked up at me, full of fear and defeat.

			I was grateful I ­didn’t have to imagine my horror. I let the memory of finding her on that day overwhelm me with regret and loss. The sob that had been building burst and Damien smiled down at me with his cruel grin, watching my pain like a playwright.

			“So much blood on your hands,” Damien whispered.

			I stared up at him, unwilling to wail like he wanted any longer. “You killed them.” I ­wouldn’t deny my part in Hildegard’s death or Gwyn’s attack, but Damien had dealt the blows.

			His hungry expression shifted to something darker. He sipped from his goblet before throwing it to the ground, face hard and emotionless. “Then perhaps it’s time to revisit a death where you drew the blade.”

			The throne room dis­appeared in a blur of shadow before reshaping into a place I’d only set foot in once in my life. The stage was coated in dust so thick it felt like snow underfoot. The empty rows of seats had a presence about them, like the ghost of ­every initiate who had died in her ­Trials was watching me. Waiting for what came next.

			I was in the room where it happened, revisiting the memory that had haunted me for ­decades, no ­matter how hard I tried to kill it with poison or lock it in the deepest trenches of myself.

			This was the room where Brenna had died.

			

			It was a small theater. Its rows of seats circled around the curved stage where I assumed Elvish musicians and fire spinners had once performed for their ­people. Had the room existed in the
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